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Summary: 


Steve has been in a relationship with Jonathan and Nancy since the 
week before graduation (though he's not quite sure relationship is the 
right word; they're something and that's already more than he ever 
hoped for). With them, his summer was going better than he 
expected when his dad first cut him off. Then Dustin came back from 
camp with his secret Russian code. Between the ensuing drugs and 
interrogation, Steve's missing pieces of his summer—he doesn't 
remember that he's in a relationship at all. 


After Star Court, Nancy and Jonathan notice the distance Steve is 
putting between them and worry he's realized trying to make the 


three of them work is too complicated; especially when they see just 
how comfortable he is around Robin. 


1. Chapter 1 
Author's Note: 


A big, big thank you to my friend for beta reading 
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remaining mistakes are my own. 
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After: 


Sitting on the floor in a bathroom stall wasn't where Steve pictured 
his day ending up. Neither was getting drawn into another 
government conspiracy—not their government this time, but that 
didn't make it better—or being interrogated while wearing his 
ridiculous work uniform. The Russians didn't get the memo about 
waiting until November like the rest of the monsters in Hawkins. 
Steve figured this summer would go a bit more like last summer had, 
only with more working since his dad had decided to be a parent for 
a hot minute. 


He supposed he should have known better than to think any time was 
safe, so long as he was in Hawkins. With his face throbbing and the 
world still swimming in and out of focus, Steve almost wished the lab 


had chosen somewhere, anywhere but here to set up. Without them 
forcing that first gate open, there was no way the Russians would 
have chosen this town for their own secret mission. Of course, then 
he probably never would have dumped Tommy and Carol. Wouldn't 
even know Dustin's name, let alone get to call him his best friend. 
Wouldn't be ... with ... he blinked, shaking his head and regretting it 
right away. 


"The ceiling stopped spinning for me," Robin said from the next stall. 
"Is it still spinning for you?" 


Tilting his head carefully up, Steve blinked up at the blissfully still 
ceiling. "Holy shit. No." 


Maybe they had puked everything up. Something about that seemed 
off. He gently touched his finger to the spot on his neck that hadn't 
stopped stinging since they jabbed that needle into it. Could you puke 
up something that had been injected? Next time he saw her he should 
ask...Steve blinked again. That interrogation must have done a 
number on him; he couldn't remember the last time he'd seen Nancy, 
let alone spoken to her. 


He was distracted from his thoughts by Robin's suggestion of testing 
it out. His ribs didn't appreciate the way he laughed when she 
admitted peeing her pants earlier. He didn't blame her; Steve had 
nearly died more than once but that moment was near the top of the 
list of pants-shittingly scary things that he'd experienced. 


Then she asked him, "Have you ever been in love?" and the laughter 
died in his throat. 


"Yep. Nancy Wheeler," he told her, heart heavy as he thought about 
senior year. It felt like a lifetime ago, but it wasn't. God, these 
incidents really were happening closer together, weren't they? The 
next one would probably happen just as his face healed up from this. 
Scars were cool, right? They made up a great map for kissing. He was 
sure they ... wouldn't ... mind. Steve swallowed, grimacing at the 
leftover grossness from being sick. 


"Are you still in love with Nancy?" 


His stomach dropped and he almost thought he was going to puke 
again. He curled his hands into shaky fists. After a few deep breaths, 
he bit out a, "No," but it felt wrong. Everything felt wrong. The ceiling 
wasn't spinning and his head was mostly normal but there was 
something... 


"What about you?" he asked, putting his focus on Robin to shove that 
wrongness away. Steve slid until he was in Robin's stall. Sitting across 
from her, he tried not to think about what was causing it. As Robin 
explained her crush, eyes getting wider with each word as though she 
couldn't help it, he knew what it was. 


There was still at least some of that shit in their systems and his 
stomach didn't appreciate the lie he managed to choke out around it. 
He had more important things to worry about than the unsettling 
reminder that he was still in love with Nancy, though. Like the tears 
forming in Robin's eyes, the fear over telling him her secret plain on 
her face. A not entirely unwarranted fear, given the way he used to 
act in high school, the things he used to say before...well before 
Jonathan—Jonathan?—before goading Byers into that fight. And 
before he started figuring some things out about himself. 


By the time Dustin and Erica found them laughing together over 
Tammy Thompson's singing voice, Steve had mostly managed to 
forget about the weirdness of it all. 


Blanket wrapped loosely around his shoulders, Steve found the 
ambulance where Nancy was sitting with Jo—he shook his head— 
Byers. His chest gave a pang at the sight—of them together, of their 
injuries, of the fact that all three of them were here again and it 
hadn't even been a year since the last time. He wondered if one of 
them was going to end up dead before they managed an entire year 
without something like this happening again. At least the two of 
them only had another school year to get through; then they could 
leave for school and get a much needed break from all the crazy. 
Steve would never say so, but he envied that. 


"Steve!" 


Nancy sat up quickly, Jonathan close beside her once she was no 


longer leaning against him. Steve held out one of his hands like she 
needed steadying. He curled it into a fist around the edge of his 
blanket when he realized what he was doing. 


Jonathan, arm still wrapped around Nancy, looked Steve up and 
down. "Did they look you over?" 


"Yeah," Steve said, gesturing to his face. "Not all that much worse 
than the usual, you know." 


Except for the bruising around his chest and stomach which was a lot 
worse than that one kick Hargrove had given him last year. And the 
way his neck still stung. At least the drugs were finally out of his 
system; he didn't feel shaky or wrong or anything else from his little 
white lie. He was already doing better than earlier. 


They didn't look particularly comforted. Nancy reached out, tracing 
the tips of her fingers over his hair. He froze, not quite sure how to 
react. It had been...a long time since Nancy had touched him. Steve 
swallowed, glancing at Jonathan who only seemed concerned over 
how Steve looked rather than because of his girlfriend. Or maybe he 
was too tired to react correctly. It had been a long day, a long couple 
of days. For everyone apparently. 


Nancy took her hand back, only to scoot the rest of the way to the 
edge of the bench and out of the ambulance. Steve held his hand out 
again, surprised when she took it to help her on the way down. She 
smiled. Jonathan followed her out, seemingly unbothered by the way 
Nancy kept holding onto Steve. She squeezed his hand in hers and 
took Jonathan's in the other. 


"I'm'"—she shared a look with Jonathan, before meeting Steve's eyes 
again—'"we're really glad you're okay." 


"Yeah," Jonathan said. The last time Steve had heard him so relieved, 
he'd just gotten his brother back from being possessed. There was a 
warmth in the look he gave Steve that reminded him of ... the 
thought was gone in a flash. Being up for so long probably wasn't 
helping with the rest of what was wrong with him. 


Steve cleared his already sore throat and regretted it immediately. 


Their concern matched each other's at his wince. He was so...his head 
was still a little fuzzy, or maybe his eyes, because Nancy looked upset 
when he took his hand back. "I, uh. I've gotta go check on Robin and 
make sure someone knows to get Dustin and Erica." 


"We could—" 


Steve shook his head, giving Jonathan what was sure to be an 
awkward smile between the pain and confusion over the beginning of 
his offer. "No, you guys must be exhausted." 


Jonathan looked Steve up and down, eyebrows high on his forehead. 
Yeah, he wasn't wrong. 


"Really, I'm going to have someone else get them. Then I think I 
might go sleep for a week." 


Nancy laughed quietly, some of the tension in her shoulders going 
away. "That does sound good right about now." 


Steve nodded. Jonathan looked around like he was making sure no 
one was watching and Steve didn't get it, even after Jonathan 
reached out to squeeze his arm. There was a familiar flutter in his 
stomach, the same one he got when he let himself look and think 
about. Things that he knew better than to think about, if he was 
being honest. 


Or maybe he needed to puke again. That was probably it. 


The smile on his face felt more awkward than before, but if they 
noticed neither of them said anything. 


"TIl see you later," he said. He even wished it was true. They might 
see each other around town; with the mall closed, especially, 
everyone was likely to take their shopping back into the stores that 
were still open. But he knew how this kind of thing went now. Team 
up for taking down a monster and then little to no speaking again 
until the next one. 


Jonathan's touch lingered a second longer than he expected. When he 
let go, Jonathan wrapped his arm around Nancy again. Steve did his 
best not to look like he was running away when he turned and went 


to find Robin and someone with a working car who could pick up the 
rest of the kids. Once he knew Dustin and Erica were taken care of, 
he could find a way home himself. Sleeping for a week sounded like 
just what he needed. 


Before: 
"No, stay!" 


Steve sighed, hiding his face in Nancy's chest, ignoring the way her 
collarbone dug uncomfortably into his nose. She wrapped her arms 
around him, keeping him close. The fingers of one of her hands made 
their way to his hair and it took everything in him not to melt right 
into it. 


"I have to go," he mumbled, sure the words were too muffled to be 
understood. With more effort than it should have taken, Steve lifted 
his head. 


"No you don't," Nancy said, cutting him off before he could repeat 
himself. She stuck out her bottom lip and there was no fighting the 
urge to kiss her pout away. He got lost in it, in how good it felt to get 
to do this again. Even a month ago, Steve would have told anyone 
who asked that he would count himself lucky to be friends with 
Nancy again. 


The scratch of her nails against his scalp was so good, and the way 
she slid her other hand down his neck to his shoulder was even better. 
A line of heat pressed up against him from behind. Steve hadn't even 
noticed the mattress dip with Jonathan's return to bed. He kissed a 
line up Steve's back, hand resting on Steve's side. It didn't stay there 
for long before slowly trailing down and— 


"You're not making this easy for me," he told them. It was almost 
physically painful for him to cover Jonathan's hand with his own to 
keep him from moving it any further down. There was nothing he 
wanted more than to see what Jonathan had been planning. 
Especially with Jonathan still mouthing at his shoulder blades. He 
was sure his hair was standing on end when Jonathan reached that 
spot on the back of his neck. Steve couldn't help the way he leaned 
into it. His eyes slipped closed when Nancy joined in, kissing across 


his jaw and chin and finally his mouth. 


He let his hand go slack, resigned to being late and worrying about 
the consequences later when Dustin's voice calling his name carried 
up from downstairs. 


"Shit!" 


Both Nancy and Jonathan scrambled off the bed. Steve would have 
laughed if he wasn't both incredibly frustrated and busy doing the 
same. He grabbed some clothes out of his dresser rather than waste 
time picking through what was his on the floor. When he was 
halfway clothed, he looked over and saw Nancy in his shirt from 
earlier. It did things to him, seeing her in his clothes again. Steve 
couldn't help the way he tugged her close for a hurried kiss. The grin 
on her face was worth being stuck shirtless when Dustin's voice got 
closer and Jonathan shoved him towards the door. 


Not a minute too soon. Dustin was nearly to the top step. 


"Hey, man," Steve said, shutting his door firmly behind him. "What're 
you—" 


Dustin gave him that wide smile of his as he finished ascending the 
stairs. It fell when he seemed to notice Steve's lack of dress. 


"I'm your moral support," Dustin said like it was obvious. Steve 
blinked, running a hand through his hair. "For your interview? It's 
today, isn't it? I marked the calendar for today. Why aren't you ready 
to go?" 


"Uh," Steve tried to think fast, but he was distracted by the fondness 
he felt for this kid. He couldn't have mentioned his job interview 
more than twice, maybe, when he went over for dinner at the 
Hendersons'. And here Dustin was, ready to give up part of his 
afternoon to support Steve. He didn't think he'd even told Dustin or 
Mrs. Henderson how nervous he actually was about it. 


"Clothes!" Steve blurted out, fighting hard not to roll his eyes at 
himself. "I, uh. Wasn't sure the right thing to wear." 


"Pretty sure a shirt is a requirement," Dustin said. Steve did roll his 


eyes this time. 
"Thanks, it would have been embarrassing if I'd shown up like this." 
"Anytime." 


Dustin grinned and Steve smiled back, shaking his head. "Grab a pop 
or something and I'll be down in two minutes, okay?" 


"Okay. With a shirt, right?" 
"Yes, now shoo," Steve said, waving Dustin downstairs. 


Dustin turned, heading back down and saying, "Two minutes!" over 
his shoulder on the way. 


Steve snorted, shaking his head. He opened the door to his room 
when he was sure Dustin was gone. 


"Sorry, guys," he said when he came back in. Nancy was back in her 
own shirt, which was probably a good thing. Two minutes was 
already pushing it in getting ready. His hair was going to be a lost 
cause today. 


"You have an interview today?" Nancy asked as he pulled on the first 
decent looking polo he could find in his dresser. He really wasn't sure 
what would be the best thing to wear, but it wasn't like he had an 
interview at his dad's company or something. The stores in the mall 
probably didn't care so long as he showed up looking at least halfway 
presentable. 


"You didn't say anything," Jonathan said. He sounded curious, but 
there was something else there, too. 


Steve grabbed a pair of socks, sitting on the edge of his bed to get 
them on. "I told you I had to go," he said, looking up at them when he 
was done. 


"I thought—" Nancy tucked some hair behind her ear and shook her 
head. The smile on her face was one he recognized from before; when 
he'd been too blind to realize she wasn't happy. Steve liked to think 
he could learn from his mistakes. 


"I'm sorry," he said, standing up and covering the short distance 
between them. "I should have told you guys. I'm just. Nervous." 


And he hadn't been sure how to bring it up. This was all still new. It 
was a fresh start and he didn't want to screw it up before he had a 
chance to show them this could—would—work. So far, they'd spent 
more time together in their bedrooms than anywhere else. He figured 
he would ease into all the real relationship stuff later, when he was 
sure that was what this was. 


The look on Nancy's face softened into something more genuine and 
the knot that had started to form in his gut unfurled. He took a 
chance, leaning down for a kiss she returned without hesitation. 
Jonathan was there when they parted, kissing him next before resting 
his palm on Steve's chest and pushing him, more gently than earlier, 
toward the door. 


"Your two minutes are up. Better get down there before Dustin 
charges back up here." 


Steve laughed. "Probably a good idea." 


"Good luck," Nancy said, wrapping both of her arms around one of 
Jonathan's. Steve ached with the desire to say fuck it and stay, but he 
couldn't. Dustin really would barge right in if Steve took too long. 
And he was on thin enough ice with his dad already. Not getting 
hired after an interview was one thing; finding out somehow that 
Steve had ditched it? That wouldn't end well for anyone. 


"You're gonna do great." The look on Jonathan's face was one Steve 
was still getting used to having directed his way. A small, 
comfortable smile usually reserved only for Nancy. 


"TIl see you guys later?" 
They nodded and Steve left the room. 
Dustin was at the bottom of the stairs when he came down. "Finally!" 


"Shut up," Steve said. He put his hand on Dustin's head and shook it. 
He wouldn't have thought it at the time, but Steve had really lucked 
out that day at Nancy's. Who would have thought he'd find one of the 


best friends he'd ever had in this dork? "Thanks for coming." 


Dustin grinned. "You're welcome. Now hurry up. I'm pretty sure shoes 
are a requirement, too." 


Steve rolled his eyes, but followed Dustin to the front door and 
shoved his feet into a pair. "Happy?" 


"Ecstatic, now let's go. Don't want to be late!" 


Steve let Dustin lead the way out of the house and to the car, 
glancing up at the second story as he got in and buckled up. His chest 
felt warm when he thought about the both of them up there, wishing 
him luck. It eased a bit of the worry he'd been carrying, about what 
this was. Really was. Maybe it wasn't solid yet, but it was getting 
there. That was worth a lot. 


2. Chapter 2 


After: 


For the first couple of days after the mall exploded, Nancy's mom 
wouldn't let either her or Mike out of her sight. Nancy understood, 
she really did. This wasn't the first time Karen Wheeler had faced the 
possibility that something bad had happened to her kids. She would 
hopefully never know just how close they had both come, multiple 
times, to getting hurt or worse in the last two years. If she ever found 
out, Nancy was sure her mom would come up with a way to keep 
them in bubble wrap for a few years before letting them back out. 


It was still a relief when on the third day of "recuperating", Nancy 
was finally allowed to go and check on Jonathan in person. They had 
spoken over the phone, of course, but it wasn't the same. He'd 
been...The attack at the hospital had left him so beat up. Worse than 
he'd been the last two times they encountered monsters. 


He was waiting on the porch for her when her mom dropped her off. 
He kept his back straight as he came down the step and she was 
careful not to squeeze when she wrapped her arms around him. 


"I missed you," she said into his shoulder. She felt him press a kiss to 
her hair before resting his cheek against her head. Smiling and 
careful to avoid where she thought the worst of his injuries would be, 
she held him just a little bit tighter. 


"You, too." 


They stood like that for a long minute. Nancy didn't want to let go, so 
she didn't. Keeping an arm around his back and her head against his 
shoulder, Nancy let Jonathan lead the way slowly back toward the 
house. 


"How's your mom? Will?" 


Jonathan kissed her head again. She couldn't see it, but she was sure 
he was smiling. They had seemed okay the last time she saw them. It 
was still a relief that nothing seemed to have gone wrong while she'd 


been stuck at home. 


"Good. Better than...Will wasn't caught in the middle of everything 
this time, you know?" 


Nancy nodded. This was the first time it hadn't felt centered on Will. 
He was part of it; all of them probably always would be. But he 
wasn't possessed, he hadn't gone missing. It had been the same level 
of danger for him as everyone else—less dangerous, even, than some. 


"Have you heard from Steve?" she asked as they sat together on 
Jonathan's bed. Will was with her brother and the rest of their 
friends, she assumed, now that Mike was free to leave the house. She 
didn't know if Mrs. Byers was at work or checking up on Hopper and 
El. Either way, she was happy to get this chance to talk with 
Jonathan alone. 


Jonathan shook his head, leaning his arm up against hers. His hand 
was warm when he covered hers with it. Her lips twitched up, but 
the worry buzzing around in her stomach kept her from smiling 
completely. 


"He seemed...I don't know. Off. At the mall," she said, tangling their 
fingers together. This, at least, she was safe to hold as tightly as she 
wanted to. 


"You saw him, he'd been through a lot. He's probably been sleeping 
through most of it." 


She tried to let Jonathan's soothing tone settle her nerves. It was the 
same thing she had been telling herself every day that the phone rang 
and it wasn't him on the other end. There had been no answer when 
she called his house herself. 


"His parents aren't in town." 


Jonathan squeezed her hand. Of course he knew that, too. They had 
been taking full advantage of that fact before they got sucked into 
everything. It felt like it couldn't have been a week ago that they had 
been planning on how to spend their free time without his parents 
around to get in the way. 


"The EMTs checked him over, just like the rest of us," Jonathan said. 
Nancy remembered. When he came to check on them, Steve had one 
of those blankets they'd been given as the EMTs looked each of them 
over. The skin around his eye was a swollen, painful mix of red and 
purple. 


She'd wanted to hold him, check him over herself. Make sure he was 
telling them the truth. But his eyes were tired and glassy, and it made 
sense that he wanted to make sure Dustin was okay before he could 
focus on anything else. She wouldn't have been able to relax if Mike 
hadn't been right there. 


"You're right," she said. 


Jonathan chuckled and when she looked, he was watching her with 
raised eyebrows. "What?" 


He shook his head without saying anything. She replayed what she'd 
said in her head before she got it and scoffed. Nancy dug her cheek 
into his shoulder, but there was a smile on her face. "I can admit 
when youre right, too." 


Jonathan turned to face her, letting go of her hand to cup her cheek 
instead. 


"Good to know," he said, voice light with the laughter he seemed to 
be holding in. She closed her eyes when he kissed her. It had only 
been a few days, but she'd missed this. The longer they were 
together, the less she wanted to spend time apart. Thankfully, the 
world was safe again and they had the rest of the summer to be 
attached at the hip—or at least until everything settled down enough 
that they could reapply at the paper. 


They were sitting together, Nancy curled into Jonathan's side, when 
Will got back. Nancy hadn't realized she'd been here so long until she 
looked out the window and saw the dark orange hue the world had 
taken on. 


"How is everybody?" Jonathan asked when Will took up the 
armchair. Nancy thought he looked good, happy. Or happy enough, 


at least. It was hard to completely shake off the reality of what 
happened, even if they hadn't lost anyone close to them to the new 
Flayer. But he wasn't hurt and while he wasn't quite smiling, his eyes 
were bright. 


"Good! Glad everything's over." 
"I know the feeling," Nancy said. Will nodded. 
"Do anything fun?" Jonathan asked. 


"Watched some movies. Haven't had a chance to put a new campaign 
together." There was something in his voice that, well. Nancy wasn't 
close enough with him to be able to judge for sure, but she had never 
heard him sound almost sad when talking about their game. Will 
shrugged and continued, "I don't think Steve would have been up for 


it anyway." 


Nancy wasn't the only one who tensed at hearing his name. 
Jonathan's arm squeezed her tighter until she carefully sat up. 


"Steve?" 


Will shrugged, eyes following one of the characters on the TV. 
"Dustin wanted to check on him. Spent most of the day at his house." 


Nancy shared a look with Jonathan. Of course the one day they didn't 
try to call was the one that they knew for sure he would have been 
up to answer. 


"Did he seem okay?" Jonathan asked. "He looked pretty beat up." 
"Still does, but yeah, he seemed mostly okay. Tired, but he didn't 
seem annoyed at us being there or we wouldn't have stayed." He 
crossed his arms over his chest. 


Jonathan shook his head, "I know, it's fine. We were just..." 


Nancy put her hand on his arm. "We've been worried about him. 
It's...good to hear that he's doing okay." 


Will relaxed, letting his arms fall back onto the armrests. "Oh. Yeah. 


He made some rice and chicken even though we told him pizza would 
be fine. So he must not be too bad, I guess." 


He was probably right. If Steve was making them dinner, he couldn't 
be dying. But if he wasn't dying, why hadn't he called them? Nancy 
turned to Jonathan and saw the same question written plain across 
his face. 


She wanted to head over there right away, but forced herself to relax 
back into Jonathan's side. "Tomorrow?" she whispered. 


Will said Steve had seemed tired and he'd just spent most of the day 
playing host to their siblings' friends. They should give him tonight to 
rest; she knew how tiring the kids could be without even trying and 
she hardly ever spent that much time with them together as a group. 
Hopefully they had taken it easy on Steve when he needed it. 


"Yeah," he said, kissing her. "We'll check on him tomorrow." 


Before: 
"Shut up, there's no way Mike is better than me at bowling." 


Steve shrugged, picking up the french fry Nancy had thrown at his 
chest and eating it. She scrunched her nose at him. He grinned in 
response and she did not find him charming. At all. Well, maybe a 
little. She'd missed having that look directed at her. 


"Unless you've stepped up your game since the last time we went," 
Steve said, Nancy was happy to note, with almost no hesitation. It 
was getting easier. The longer the three of them were together, the 
less awkward it felt, bringing up their history. She had worried, at 
first, that they might have to act like they didn't have a history. So far 
that hadn't been the case and she was grateful. Hopefully, soon, Steve 
wouldn't even glance at Jonathan like he'd done something wrong. 


"Back me up," Nancy said, nudging Jonathan's arm. He moved to 
drape his arm across her shoulders and lean back. She followed the 
movement, settling herself into his side. It didn't matter which one of 
them Nancy was next to; it always felt like a perfect fit. 


"Nancy is great," he said. Nancy gave a not so quiet, "ha!" and pointed 
at Steve before Jonathan continued, with a shake of his head, "just 
not at bowling." 


"Traitor," she grumbled, halfheartedly trying to get out from under 
his arm. Steve laughed, probably at the sight they made. Nancy 
couldn't help but pout. At least one of them should be on her side, 
shouldn't they? Then Jonathan joined in the laughter and Nancy's lips 
twitched up before she could help it. 


"Shut up," she said without any heat. Seeing them happy was worth 
being ganged up on. 


"Sorry, Nance." Steve's laughter slowly trailed off and he reached 
across the table to take her hand. She let him, closing the bit of 
distance so he could take it. 


"It's fine," she said, short and prim as she raised her chin. "This just 
means I get to prove you both wrong." 


Jonathan squeezed her briefly. There was a smile in his voice when 
he suggested, "I'm free the rest of the day." 


"Me, too," Steve said, leaning his elbows on the table. He brought his 
other hand up to cup hers between them, tracing his thumbs along 
the back of it. "Why don't you show us what you've got, Wheeler?" 


"Fine." Nancy sat up straight, ignoring the way her side felt colder at 
no longer being tucked into Jonathan. "Let's go." 


She took her hand back and nudged Jonathan over until he stood 
from the booth. He held her hand as she got up and she leaned back 
into his side, smiling. Turning back to the table to get the check, she 
found both it and Steve gone. A glance around the diner showed him 
at the register. He waved at them briefly before turning back to the 
cashier. 


"He did it again," she said, digging her forehead into Jonathan's 
shoulder. He kissed the top of her head. Nancy wrapped his arm in 
both of hers and looked up, resting her chin against him. 


"Yeah, he did." Jonathan was watching Steve like he didn't know 


whether to frown. 


They hadn't gone on a lot of dates. It was so much easier being 
together when they weren't out in public. Steve could get away with 
holding her hand across the table, but he could hardly touch 
Jonathan at all. She didn't think they had to be as careful as they 
were—she'd seen plenty of friends stand close, even wrap an arm 
around the other, without trouble—but she didn't suggest going out 
much because they felt the need to be so careful around each other. 


The few times they had gone out, Steve found a way to pay for the 
three of them. It would be sweet if Nancy could be sure it wasn't his 
way of...she didn't know. Earning a place with them. That might not 
be the reason at all, of course. He'd paid for most things when they 
were dating last year. She just wished she knew that it was because 
he wanted to, not because he felt like he had to. 


"You guys coming?" he called across the diner as he made his way to 
the door. 


She shook herself out of her thoughts and let Jonathan lead the way, 
keeping hold of his arm. Steve held the door open for them, grinning. 
Maybe she was overthinking things. Steve was fine. This was still new 
for all of them, but Steve knew he had a place with them. There was 
nothing to be worried about. 


3. Chapter 3 
After: 


When he answered the door, Jonathan thought Steve's face was 
somehow worse now that a few days had passed. Or maybe Jonathan 
wasn't as prepared as he thought when he and Nancy were driving 
over. 


She had shown up at Jonathan's house just barely after the sun came 
up, hair up in a messy bun and determination clear in the way she 
stood straight and still. Coffee was already set aside in two travel 
mugs when he let her in. They hadn't even discussed a time beyond 
tomorrow; it was nice to be on the same page again after being so off 
before. 


Will hadn't mentioned Steve's face looking worse yesterday. Maybe it 
was just that it was painful for Jonathan to look at his swollen eye 
and see the stiffness in how he moved after another insane Hawkins 
incident. Steve always seemed to come out of them particularly 
battered and bruised. 


"Oh, hey," Steve said slowly, hissing through his teeth when it looked 
like he tried to scrunch up his eyebrows. Jonathan winced in 
sympathy. It was not going to be fun healing up when half of his face 
seemed like one big bruise. 


"Hey," Nancy said with a smile. Her entire body seemed to sag 
forward now that she saw for herself that Steve was up and about. 
Jonathan squeezed her hand; his attempts to reassure Nancy seemed 
to have calmed her down some yesterday, but they did very little in 
making him feel any better. Seeing Steve here, even though it was 
probably too early given how confused he looked, was such a relief. 


"Did you...want to come in?" Steve stepped back and held the door 
for them. Jonathan glanced Nancy's way curiously when she tensed 
as they walked in, her grip on his hand going tight. 


"Who was at the—oh." 


Robin was on the bottom step of the stairs. Pajamas and sleep-mussed 
hair and all. Leaning against the bannister, she seemed frozen with 
one fist against her eye like she'd been rubbing it before she noticed 
them. Jonathan tried to ignore the sudden tightening in his gut. 
Robin was...She was new to just how scary and dangerous Hawkins 
could be. It wasn't weird at all to find her here so early in the 
morning all these days later. If anyone understood not wanting to be 
alone after something like that, it was Jonathan. 


So what if Steve hadn't called once since the Fourth to let them know 
he was okay? 


"Yeah, sorry, it's just Nancy and Jonathan. You can go back to bed." 


Robin finally dropped her hand and Jonathan's stomach dropped 
with it when she shook her head. She raised her eyebrows at Steve 
when she reached his side. It shouldn't hurt to see him shrug; it 
wasn't like Steve could explain why Nancy and Jonathan would show 
up here so early to check up on him. They were always careful not to 
be too close when they visited him at Scoops Ahoy over the summer. 
Robin might not even have put together that they were friends, given 
they were so busy with their internships. Jonathan remembered 
going to the mall a handful of times, but only when it felt like they'd 
hardly had a chance to see Steve because of work. 


Nancy let go of his hand and wrapped her arms around Steve. Robin 
really must not have realized they were friends; her mouth dropped 
open in what he assumed was surprise at the sudden hug. Jonathan 
was just happy that at least one of them could get away with it while 
Robin was here. Even with an audience, Jonathan couldn't 
completely hold himself back. He curled his hand gently around one 
of Steve's arms. Steve swallowed, glancing in Robin's direction. 
Jonathan gave him a small smile, squeezing his arm before forcing 
himself to let go. 


"We were worried," Nancy said into Steve's chest. "Will said you 
seemed okay, but we hadn't heard from you, so..." 


"So you decided to come check on me at six o'clock in the morning?" 
Steve asked, fondness seeping into his voice. He shared a look with 
Jonathan who could only shrug. It hadn't only been Nancy who was 


worried, after all. Still, it was nice to feel like things were almost 
normal again. 


Then Steve blinked and something shifted. Jonathan didn't know 
what it was but Steve seemed to tense up, arms going rigid around 
Nancy before he dropped them. Nancy let him go, glancing 
Jonathan's way when Steve stepped back. Jonathan felt her hand 
slide into his as they watched him back up, not quite relaxing until 
he was in Robin's space. 


"Dingus has been impossible to keep in bed." Robin rolled her eyes, 
but the way they crinkled at the corners had Jonathan's gut going 
tight again. Or maybe it was the hand she rested against Steve's back 
—a touch he didn't tense away from. "Even though he should be 
resting." 


Steve shrugged. He ducked his head, that charming half-smile on his 
face. Jonathan squeezed Nancy's hand. He would have worried about 
hurting her if she wasn't doing the same to him. Something had 
changed since Starcourt blew up. Steve and Robin had hardly seemed 
to tolerate each other the last time the two of them had visited him at 
work. 


Was this why he hadn't picked up when they called? 


"It's cool of you to check on him," Robin continued, knocking her arm 
against Steve's. She moved her eyebrows up and down when Steve 
looked at her. Jonathan crinkled his eyebrows at the scoff Steve gave, 
like they were having a whole conversation with a look. He thought 
he'd gotten better at reading Steve since they started dating. It hit 
him like a punch to the gut; felt like he had back before Nancy broke 
up with Steve and he'd been on the outside looking in. 


"But it is really early," Jonathan said, putting as much of an apology 
as he could into his voice. As much as he wanted to stay—be the one 
making sure Steve got the rest he needed—he didn't want to butt in 
where he was clearly not needed. Nancy seemed to agree, nodding 
along beside him. She didn't let go of Jonathan's hand when she 
pulled Steve into another hug. Robin took a step back, hand falling 
away from Steve's back. Jonathan felt his heart swell with the love he 
felt for Nancy. She'd given him the chance to look Steve over up close 


one last time. And an ugly, jealous part of him was happy that Robin 
had backed off, even though it wasn't much of a victory at all. 


Up close, Steve did look better. The glassiness that Jonathan 
remembered from that night was completely gone. His face was a 
deeper shade of red, but Jonathan thought the swelling was better. 
He hoped he wasn't imagining it. To Jonathan's dismay, there was a 
cut under his lip that looked like it might scar. He supposed Steve 
had been lucky to go unscarred for so long. That didn't make it any 
easier to see it happening now. 


The hug lasted a little too long, but Jonathan took the chance it gave 
him again to gently squeeze Steve's upper arm. He kept the touch 
brief. Just enough to remind himself that Steve was solid and there in 
front of him before he tugged Nancy's hand. She let go of Jonathan to 
rest her hands on Steve's shoulders and look up at him. "Take it easy." 


Steve swallowed, clenching his hands at his sides as he nodded. It 
seemed like enough for Nancy. "Thanks for..," she said, looking at 
Robin whose eyes widened. "Just. Thanks." 


Robin nodded. Nancy rubbed Steve's shoulders once and let go with a 
small, strained smile. Jonathan gave a short wave that Robin 
returned before turning to open the door. "We'll call," he said as 
Nancy joined him. When Steve didn't respond right away, Robin 
nudged him. Steve shook his head—looking like he immediately 
regretted it—and caught Jonathan's eye. 


"Yeah," he said, with a smile not nearly as natural as the one he'd had 
for Robin. "Sounds good." 


Giving them a tight nod, Jonathan waved Nancy through the door. 
He shut it behind them after he followed her out. Robin's muffled 
voice sounded behind the wood, but all Jonathan heard was an, "Are 
you sure—" before he forced himself to walk down the porch steps 
and away. He didn't want to know what Steve wasn't sure about. 
Didn't particularly want to hear Robin's voice at all right now. 


"What do you think—" Nancy asked as she got to the passenger door. 


Jonathan pressed his lips together and shrugged. He also didn't want 


to think about why Steve was—what was different. He shoved the 
thought that sounded like Murray's voice—shared trauma—away and 
got in the car. He put the keys in the ignition, but didn't start the car 
right away. Nancy met him halfway when he reached for her hand. 
When they looked at each other, he wondered if she'd been pushing 
the same thought away. 


Taking a deep breath, Jonathan shook his head. "It's fine," he said, 
pushing as much conviction as he could into it. He kissed Nancy's 
hand, relieved to see a genuine, if small, smile at the action. "He's not 
by himself, and that's what matters, right?" 


Nancy didn't look like she agreed. Jonathan couldn't blame her. Still, 
she gave a gusty sigh and nodded. "You're right." She shook her head, 
amusement beginning to shine in her eyes. "It's early, he was 
probably still half asleep." 


Jonathan squeezed her hand once. With a nod, he let her go so he 
could start the car. He looked up at the big house and ignored how 
leaving made him feel like he'd swallowed bees. Steve was okay; he 
was healing. They would call him later today or tomorrow or both 
and he would still be fine. Robin wasn't actually a permanent fixture. 
She would have to go home at some point, and then Jonathan would 
finally be able to find out what was going on with their boyfriend. 


Before: 


"I'm not coming out." 


Jonathan rolled his eyes because Steve couldn't see from behind the 
door he refused to open. The door between them meant Steve also 
wouldn't see the smile he couldn't contain. 


"It can't be that bad," he said, loud enough that Steve would be able 
to hear. He tried to keep his amusement low. A scoff came from the 
bathroom. 


"It's worse." 


Jonathan slid a hand across his mouth to keep his laughter in. Steve 


would never come out of the bathroom if he thought Jonathan was 
making fun of him. It was a little funny, though. Steve had worn 
those terrible polos—and oh those khaki pants—and still been cute, 
somehow. Whatever uniform his new job required had to be better 
than that. 


Jonathan tapped his knuckles gently against the door. "Come on," he 
said, drawing out the words in a way that he hoped would make 
Steve smile. "You know you look good in anything." 


Steve was quiet for a moment before he groaned. Jonathan pictured 
him hanging his head, ridiculous hair swaying with the movement 
and knew he'd gotten his way. 


"You suck," Steve said. Jonathan didn't have to see him to know he 
was pouting. Did Nancy and Steve practice their pouts together? 
They were both ridiculously good at getting their way when they 
stuck out their bottom lips just so. "If you laugh at me, it's over. Done. 
Never see me again." 


Rolling his eyes at the dramatics—Steve spent too much time around 
Dustin—Jonathan tapped the door again. "I promise I won't laugh." 


There was a sigh and then the sound of the lock being turned. 
Jonathan took a few steps back and waited. It was only a few seconds 
before Steve opened the door. Jonathan didn't even notice the outfit 
at first. He was distracted by the disgruntled frown on Steve's face. It 
was impossible to resist the urge to kiss it away when he was right 
there, so Jonathan didn't even try. He closed the short distance 
between them, curling one of his hands around the back of Steve's 
neck. 


"Okay," he said when they parted, "I'm going to actually look now." 


"Or we could do more of this," Steve said, kissing him again. 
Jonathan felt Steve start to smile as his hands came up to hold 
Jonathan's face. It was hard to pull away again. Especially when 
Steve followed, pressing his lips against Jonathan's cheek. He almost 
let himself become distracted again when Steve reached his neck, but 
he planted his hands firmly on Steve's shoulders and held him back. 


"You're ridiculous," he said as firmly as he could when trying hard not 
to pull Steve close again. He squeezed Steve's shoulders and took a 
step back. The first thing he noticed when finally looking at the 
uniform were the ends of red fabric hanging down in the front. 
Pushing that aside for later, he took in the rest of it; the red and 
white stripes of his undershirt, the ice cream cone patch on one 
sleeve. He was wearing shorts. "And adorable." 


"Shut up, don't be an ass." Steve shrugged Jonathan's hands from his 
shoulders. 


"I'm not," Jonathan insisted, grabbing Steve's arm before he could 
hide away in the bathroom again. "It's really not that bad." 


Steve rolled his eyes but didn't shrug Jonathan off again. "It really is," 
he said, sweeping a hand down his front. "I look—" He shook his 
head like he couldn't think of a fitting enough word. 


"Good. You look good." Steve met his eyes cautiously, and Jonathan 
dropped the amused smile he'd still been wearing. This was a big deal 
for Steve; he'd never had to deal with something like this before. 
Jonathan didn't want him to feel like he was going to be made fun of 
when he was actually nervous about something; even if it was a little 
silly. 


"It's a little ridiculous," Jonathan said, "but have you seen the Hot Dog 
on a Stick uniforms? So much worse!" 


And there was that laugh he was discovering he enjoyed being the 
cause of. Steve sounded so much different now than he had back in 
school. When he wasn't laughing to be part of a group, it was a great 
sound. 


"I guess the hat they make us wear isn't that bad." 


"There's a hat?" Jonathan looked, but no. He hadn't missed it; there 
wasn't anything on Steve's head except maybe some hairspray. Or not 
even that. His hair looked a bit less rigid than usual, standing up 
naturally without the stiffer look it usually had when he'd added 
something to it. "You have to show me that, too." 


Steve groaned, looking up at the ceiling. "Why?" 
"Please? You just said it isn't as bad as the Hot Dog hats." 


With a sharp exhale, Steve dropped his head back down. "Fine. But 
only because—" He blinked and shook his head, half-smile forming 
on his face. "Because you didn't laugh." 


"Wait," Jonathan said before Steve could get far. "Want to know my 
favorite part about your uniform?" 


Raising an eyebrow, Steve shrugged. "What?" 


Jonathan reached out, wrapping the red ties up in his hand and 
tugging Steve back to him. "That I can do this with it." 


He grinned at Steve's surprised laugh. "Now who's ridiculous?" he 
asked, letting Jonathan pull him in until there was no space left 
between them. 


Jonathan slowly tilted his head back and forth. "Still you," he joked, 
kissing Steve before he could get out more than a "Hey!" He couldn't 
have been too upset. Steve returned the kiss easily, curling his hands 
into Jonathan's shirt. The graze of his fingers against the skin of 
Jonathan's sides sent goosebumps up his arms and neck. 


"You should," he said between kisses, "get out of your uniform." 


"Oh yeah?" Steve pulled back enough to show off his grin. "And why's 
that?" 


"Don't want to ruin it before your first day." 


Steve kissed him again, a brief smack of his lips, before pushing 
Jonathan back into the hall and toward his bedroom. He pulled his 
shirt off, mussing his hair in the process. "You have the best ideas." 


Jonathan didn't usually think so, but with Steve kneeling over him on 
the bed, blanketing him with his body, he had to agree. This was 
shaping up to be the best idea he'd had all week. 


4. Chapter 4 


After: 


It took a week for Steve to start feeling anywhere close to normal. His 
face still looked bad; worse with the green hue than it had looked 
when it was still red. The bruises on his chest and arms were the 
same. His wrists were almost back to normal, though. It didn't hurt to 
breathe or move. He hated to think it, but Robin was right. Resting 
was apparently what he needed. 


"Told you so," she said. He got the feeling she would be grinning at 
him if her lip wasn't still healing. The cut was barely there anymore. 
Her head was better, too. He didn't know if she was usually a fast 
healer, or if he just wasn't used to seeing normal injuries heal up 
anymore. 


"Shut up." He shoved her into the arm of the couch. She laughed as 
she fell over on the cushions. Steve wasn't particularly happy about 
the evil Russians or the giant monster, but he liked having this. When 
was the last time he'd had a friend his age? Just a friend; one he 
didn't feel the need to impress or act a certain way for. It was a hell 
of a lot nicer than the way she'd acted before helping him and Dustin 
crack that code. 


The phone rang. Steve tensed up, sliding one of his hands between 
his thigh and the couch. Robin, having pushed herself back to sitting, 
gave his arm a nudge. "You gonna answer that?" 


"Do I have to?" 


One thing that wasn't getting back to normal was the daily phone call 
he got from Nancy and Jonathan. More than one some days, when 
they weren't together. 


Robin raised her eyebrows. "They're just going to call again later." 


She wasn't wrong. Ever since they came to check up on him, they had 
called until he picked up the phone and talked to them. 


He let it finish ringing. 
"Really?" Robin asked, unimpressed. Steve shrugged. 
"What?" he gestured between them. "I'm busy right now." 


"Uh huh," she said, rolling her eyes. Robin turned, leaning her back 
against the arm of the couch. She displaced his hand when she 
shoved her feet under his thigh, completely ignoring his, "Hey!" as 
she made herself comfortable. Even as he shook his head at her, Steve 
didn't try to make her move. He found he kind of liked how she 
just...touched him. Like it was normal. He hadn't known many people 
who were as tactile as him. Not without the dating part, where it was 
expected to be close to each other. "Because we're doing so much 
right now." 


"You know what," he said before grabbing one of her ankles and 
digging his fingers in. She squealed, lips stretching into a smile with 
no regard for the cut healing there as she laughed. Steve kept a 
strong hold of her, putting more weight on her feet, as she tried 
kicking at him. 


"Enough," she gasped breathlessly through her laughter, "enough!" 


Steve eased up until he was holding her ankle instead. He rubbed his 
thumb back and forth as she calmed down. 


"Jerk," she said under her breath, but she was smiling when she 
wiggled her feet under his thigh. 


"A jerk, that's me." 


"Shut up." Robin rolled her eyes, a soft half smile on her face. "Nice 
try, but we're talking about this, you know." 


"There's nothing to talk about," he said, looking down at his hand on 
her leg. Meeting her eyes would have been dangerous; who knew 
what she'd be able to get him to say? 


"Right. Nothing to talk about. Except for how you're a liar." 


Steve blinked, already losing his resolve not to look at her in his 


confusion. "What?" 


"You told me you weren't in love with Nancy," she said, like the 
words wouldn't shoot straight through him. "You forget, I've seen the 
look on your face when you talk to them—her. And it is not the face 
of someone that is over their ex." 


Steve scoffed, shaking his head. Robin raised her eyebrows and he 
knew denying it would be a waste of breath. There was no way she 
would believe him. Maybe he didn't want her to. Steve couldn't talk 
about this—his feelings for Nancy, for...for Jonathan, the way he 
missed her like nothing else—with Dustin. The kid had been his best 
friend for months, but he was a kid. He didn't want, need, or deserve 
to deal with Steve's shit. 


It was different with Robin. 


Steve sighed, letting his head fall against the back of the couch. This 
wasn't a bathroom, and the ceiling didn't spin, but he was reminded 
of that night over a week ago anyway. 


"That obvious, huh?" 
"About as obvious as their feelings for you." 


He turned his head, the fabric of the couch his mom chose for the 
look more than the comfort scratchy against his sore eye and cheek. 
Robin tilted her head, regarding him with a soft, teasing smile. 


"What are you talking about?" 


"What I tried to tell you that day they came over. You know, when 
you cut me off by finally agreeing to go rest if I dropped it?" 


"You know, I'm actually still pretty tired. Maybe I should--" 


Robin sat forward, grabbing his arm before he could do more than lift 
his head off the couch. "Oh no you don't, dingus. We're talking about 
this." 


"There's nothing to talk about. You're seeing things that aren't...It's 
not possible." 


She stared at him for a beat, then ran her fingers across his temple 
and through his hair. "I'm the only one allowed to talk about you like 
that, you know." 


"Like what?" 


" 


"Like you're not a great guy," she said, flicking his ear when he 
snorted. "Seriously. I told you, I've seen your face when they call to 
make sure you're still okay. I wouldn't say anything if I didn't think it 
was true. Not when'"—she shrugged, letting go of him to settle back 
against the arm of the couch—"it would hurt you if I was wrong." 


Steve forced himself to take slow, even breaths. Robin might 
think...but she didn't know Nancy. Knew Jonathan even less. There 
was no way she could know this, be right about it, after seeing them 
with him once. Even if they had seemed pretty worried—no. 


It was bad enough he was having all those weird moments. Like the 
morning they came to check on him and familiar-unfamiliar fondness 
had welled up in him. Or when he got ready for bed and moved to 
the edge, an unmistakable urge to make sure there was room for 
someone that obviously wasn't there. 


"Even if they—how would it even work?" he asked. He shouldn't. 
Nothing good could come out of entertaining the idea. He'd spent a 
majority of his senior year trying not to look, to let himself feel like 
this about her. About both of them, together. It would have been so 
much easier if he could have just been angry. Jealous. The kind of 
jealous that was normal—wanting to get her back or get back at her 
—instead of wishing he could be included. 


Robin bit her lip, finally seeming stumped. She shrugged, waving her 
hands aimlessly. 


"I don't know," she said with a sigh before sliding her feet out from 
under him. His leg felt cold, but he didn't mind when she arranged 
herself against him. She curled up along his side, resting her head on 
his shoulder. Despite the ache in his chest, Steve smiled and wrapped 
his arm around her shoulders, holding her close. 


He was glad she didn't seem to mind how clingy he was. 


The phone rang again and Steve groaned. Robin huffed a quiet laugh 
at him, but didn't urge him to pick it up this time. He felt her eyes on 
him, though. 


"Okay, okay," he griped, smiling when she moved right away so that 
he could get up. "Stop it with the face." 


"What? There's no face, I don't make faces." But there was no 
mistaking the shine in her eyes as she watched him stand up. Like she 
was proud of him. It was weird, but the good kind of weird. The kind 
of weird that remembering they were friends now made him feel. 


"Sure you don't," he said, poking her on the forehead before heading 
into the kitchen. 


"T don't!" 


"Hello?" he said into the phone, raising his eyebrows at Robin from 
the kitchen. 


"Steve, hi, it's Nancy." As though it would be anyone else. Though he 
supposed it could have been Dustin; the kid hadn't shown up yet 
today. 


"Hey, Nancy," he said, as Robin joined him. She sat at the kitchen 
island, chin in her hands as she watched him. Steve ignored her. 


"How are you?" Nancy asked. He could picture how she probably 
looked right now; chin down, mouth set in a worried frown between 
biting her bottom lip. Clutching the phone like it would fly out of her 
hands if she didn't keep a firm grip. He wished he could see it, then 
shook the thought away. 


"I'm fine," he said, hurrying to reassure her when she made a 
concerned noise. "Really, I'm good. Bruises aren't pretty, but I'm not 
as sore or anything anymore." 


There was crackling in his ear; Nancy sighing into the line. "Good," 
she said, her relief palpable even over the phone. "Can we, food? I 
mean'—Steve blinked in surprise at Nancy tangling up her words. 
She hardly ever seemed to have trouble putting her thoughts together 
—"Jonathan and I were hoping we could get some lunch. Meet at the 


diner?" 


Steve glanced in Robin's direction. They didn't have any solid plans 
beyond hanging out; maybe throwing on some music or a movie 
when they got bored. It wouldn't hurt to go out for lunch. Even saved 
him from having to make something, which also saved him from 
listening to Robin pester him about how he should let someone else 
do it for him while he was recovering. 


"Uh, yeah," he said, giving Robin as much of an apologetic look as he 
could manage. She raised her eyebrows at him, shrugging her 
question. He could only shake his head, not wanting to say anything 
while Nancy was still there, and Robin rolled her eyes. "That would 
be"—awkward—"good. Haven't had lunch yet. When did you want to 


" 


"In twenty minutes?" 


That would be plenty of time for them to get ready. Maybe too much 
time; he predicted a lot of panic in his near future. At least Robin was 
here. She might laugh at any potential freak outs over seeing Nancy 
and Jonathan in person, but she'd made it pretty clear earlier than 
she wasn't interested in hurting him. Even if he did still think she was 
seeing things that weren't there. 


"Great," he said, "See you then." 


"Okay." Nancy paused for what felt like a long time, but was probably 
only a few seconds. "See you soon. Bye." 


"Bye, Nance." 


There was a click and she was gone. Steve hung up the phone and 
joined Robin at the counter, flopping the upper half of his body 
across it. The cold countertop stung his cheek when he rested his 
head against it. Robin flicked some hair off of his forehead, twirling 
the ends of it between her fingers. 


"The good news is," he said, pillowing his cheek on his arm, "you 
don't have to pester me about cooking today." 


She stared at him, eyebrows high on her head. "Uh huh. And that 


would be because..." 
"We're going to the diner for lunch." 


"With Nancy and Jonathan," she continued for him. Steve shrugged 
and nodded, staring at her with wide eyes. Robin sighed, but she 
scratched the top of his head and smiled at him. "Fine, but you're 


paying." 
"You're the best," he told her, pushing himself up. 


Robin flipped her head like she was tossing her hair over her 
shoulder despite the fact that she was wearing it up today. "I know." 


Twenty minutes was hardly any time at all when he was nervous. 
Before he knew it, they were walking up to the diner's entrance. 
Steve held the door open for Robin. The temptation to give a silly 
bow was strong, but he already regretted the way he had draped 
himself against his counter earlier. He was healing up, but his 
stomach and chest were still tender. The weight of his body against 
the cold hard countertop hadn't done him any favors. Still, he waved 
her in with a flourish that made her smile even as she rolled her eyes. 


"Nerd," she said, shoving his arm. 
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"Hey," he said, letting the door close behind him. He pointed at her. 
"Only Erica gets to call me a nerd and get away with it." 


Robin raised her eyebrows. "Is that so?" 


Steve put his arm around her, pulling her in close to his side. "Very 
so." 


"And what exactly are you going to do about it?" she asked. 


Steve waved at one of the waitresses—she had been a regular around 
here for a couple years now— who nodded him in. She seemed 
almost confused at his company; he guessed it had been a while since 
he'd come in with someone besides Dustin. Moments like this always 
made him wonder what it would be like to live somewhere else; 
somewhere bigger. Where the people didn't know nearly everyone in 
town, one way or another. 


Looking back down at Robin, he gave her a shake. "I won't let you get 
that shake I know you want so bad." 


"Well, shit. Nerd, who?" 


"That's better," he said, leading her to one of the booths further 
inside, along the window. "Hope you don't mind. This is where we 
always sit." 


Robin snorted, shrugging his arm off of her. She took the side facing 
the door and he joined her, ready to wave Nancy and Jonathan over 
when they got here. He hadn't been able to wait any longer, so they 
had at least a couple minutes. 


"You and Dustin have a spot? That's adorable." 


"What?" Steve shook his head. "No, Dustin likes the counter. This is 
where... Um." 


"Where..." Robin prompted when he paused for too long, eyebrows 
crinkling with concern. 


"Never mind, ignore me," he said, trying to shrug off that sudden 
wave of wrongness that shot through him. It reminded him of that 
night with the truth serum, but that stuff was well and truly out of 
his system by now. He didn't know what his deal was. 


Robin didn't push, but her hand found his soon. She cleared her 
throat and let go a few seconds later. Missing the reassurance 
already, Steve went to ask what was wrong only to find that she 
wasn't looking at him. Of course Nancy and Jonathan were there, 
standing awkwardly next to the empty seats across from them. 


"Hey guys," he said, "gonna sit down?" 


Nancy's lips thinned as she pressed them together. Steve wished 
Robin was still holding his hand so he had something to squeeze. He 
didn't know what he'd done to upset her already, but even angry, 
Nancy was beautiful. Maybe even more so, with the way color 
flooded her cheeks and how bright her eyes looked. Jonathan nudged 
her with his arm and her face relaxed some, even while the color 
stayed. She slid into the booth first, taking the spot in front of Robin 


and leaving the space in front of Steve for Jonathan. Steve shifted his 
feet back and out of the way when Jonathan's knocked against them 
under the table. 


Jonathan seemed to freeze, exchanging a look with Nancy that Steve 
couldn't interpret. Steve's stomach shouldn't drop at that; it wasn't 
like he'd been around them enough to be able to read them or 
whatever. There was just something— 


"Hey, Robin," Jonathan said, shrugging one of his shoulders up like 
he couldn't quite bring himself to wave across the table. Steve 
thought back to how he had waved Robin into the restaurant and was 
resigned to the fact that he was a full-fledged dork now. At least they 
hadn't been around to see that. 


Robin knocked her knee against Steve's under the table. It was fine. 
He could handle this. It was just lunch. And Robin was here, to keep 
him from completely making a fool of himself. He could do this. 


Steve looked...better. Nancy wished she could focus more on that 
than on how he'd been holding Robin's hand when they came in. 
There was a fire burning in her chest, the image of it seared into her 
mind. Suddenly she understood Steve's anger when he thought she'd 
been with Jonathan that night she was nearly trapped in the Upside 
Down. 


The thought helped to calm her down enough to smile back when 
Robin said hi. They'd been through something together, even if Nancy 
didn't know exactly what. The still-healing bruises on his face were 
proof enough of that. 


"Hi guys," Robin said, grinning like they were all friends. Nancy 
wondered if she didn't notice the tension or was just good at 
pretending it wasn't there. She caught the way Steve glanced at 
Robin, like he was thinking the same thing. It was enough to remind 
her that even if he was acting weird, he was still Steve. She could still 
read him. "You saved me from an exercise in futility today. Thanks." 


Picking up her menu, even though she had been here often enough 
that she didn't need it—and had lost a bit of her appetite when they 


walked in—Nancy raised her eyebrows. "What do you mean?" 


Robin jerked her head in Steve's direction, rolling her eyes. "If you 
didn't call, dingus here would have insisted he should make lunch 
himself. It's like he thinks I'm incapable of making a sandwich." 


Nancy caught movement coming from Steve and when she looked, he 
was nodding. Her smile relaxed into something more genuine, and 
amused, when Robin looked at him and he immediately started 
shaking it instead. Jonathan lost some of the tension he'd been 
holding, too. He leaned a little into her so that their arms touched. 


"I saw that," Robin said, eyes on Steve. 


He shrugged, knocking her with his elbow. "What? You make a great 
ice cream sundae." 


"But..." 
"But leave any actual food to me." 


Already, Nancy's unease was coming back. She hadn't seen Steve so 
comfortable with someone in...a long time. Even when they finally 
started dating, something she knew he wanted given how he'd been 
the one to suggest it, he seemed like he was still testing the water 
sometimes. She thought he'd been feeling better, more secure in what 
they were. Watching him with Robin—here and at his house the 
other day—she started to wonder if maybe she'd only wanted that to 
be true. Nancy held Jonathan's hand under the table. His grip was 
just as tight as hers. 


"Says the guy who is still recovering and shouldn't be cooking at all 
right now." 


Jonathan cleared his throat and Robin and Steve seemed to 
remember they were there again. Steve paused midway through 
rolling his eyes; he blinked, shifting in his spot and Robin did the 
same. "Sounds like you've been having this argument a while." 


Steve laughed and Nancy wished she could enjoy the sound of it. 
"Only every time she's at my house." 


Their usual waitress came up for their orders. Her eyes lingered on 
Robin a moment too long and it only served to remind Nancy that 
lunch hadn't gone at all the way she'd hoped when she invited Steve 
out. They wanted to see him alone, finally. Make sure he was doing 
better and find out what was going on with him. 


It seemed like she was getting answers to both of those, but she didn't 
like how two and two were adding to four in front of her. 


Jonathan gripped the steering wheel tight enough that he was sure 
his hands were going to cramp. Even though he'd barely eaten his 
lunch—the box of leftovers was sitting in the back seat in case his 
mom or brother wanted it—his stomach twisted like it hadn't agreed 
with him. Nancy was quiet. When he glanced her way, he saw her 
sitting with her arms crossed over her chest. Her forehead was 
scrunched down like she was trying to puzzle something out. 


"It doesn't mean anything," he said. Her expression smoothed some, 
but she didn't look convinced. Jonathan didn't blame her. "Really. It's 
just..." 


"Shared trauma?" she asked. Her voice and chin both wobbled and 
Jonathan uncurled one hand from the wheel to hold hers. He 
swallowed and kept his eyes on the road. She'd hit the nail on the 
head there. Jonathan wanted there to be another reason that Steve 
had been so distant since Starcourt. It was hard to believe, though, 
when he saw Steve and Robin together. Holding hands, joking 
around. Comfortable around each other. 


It should have been a good thing; Steve making another friend. He 
was a social person. Not like Jonathan, who was more than happy 
with his family and his partners. Steve had gotten through his last 
year of school fine with Nancy, but even though they hadn't exactly 
been friends, then, Jonathan had known how hard it was for him to 
be down to just the one person. 


But between the avoidance and Steve and Robin's closeness, it felt 
less like friendship and more like. More. 


"You know Steve," he said, desperation bleeding into his voice. "He 


wouldn't...Without breaking up first—he just wouldn't." 


Not after...how Jonathan and Nancy had gotten together. Not with 
how Steve had reacted when he thought they had. Even before Steve 
started trying to be a better person, he wouldn't have cheated on any 
of his girlfriends. But especially not on Nancy, who Jonathan was 
sure he'd never fallen out of love with. Nancy squeezed his hand, 
taking a deep breath. He felt her give herself a shake. 


"You're right," she said. The relief in her voice was music to his ears. 
Hopefully they had avoided either of them crying over this. Once she 
got started, Jonathan knew he wouldn't be far behind. He chuckled 
and it was only a little forced. "Shut up, I already told you I can 
admit when you're right." 


"I still like to hear it." Jonathan brought her hand up to his mouth, 
kissing the back of it. There was that smile he'd been missing. He 
kept hold of her, resting their joined hands on his thigh. "I love you." 


She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. "I love you, too. Thank 
you." 


"For what?" 


Nancy leaned her head against the back of her seat, watching him. 
"Always knowing the right thing to say." 


Now that wasn't true at all. Jonathan thought he tended to rile her up 
at least as often as he talked her down. But she was calmer now. His 
stomach felt a little less twisted up than it had been when they 
watched Steve and Robin get into his car together. That had to count 
for something. 


5. Chapter 5 


After (cont'd): 


Nancy and Jonathan's checking-up-on-him calls stopped a couple 
days after their lunch. His mom answered the phone the day they got 
back, but Steve didn't think that was the reason. He tried to convince 
himself he didn't care; that as much as he'd dreaded them, he had 
also liked the proof that they cared about him. But seeing him up and 
about, and knowing his parents were back now, must have been 
enough for them to decide he didn't need it anymore. 


They were right, of course. He didn't need it. That didn't mean he 
didn't miss it, though. 


At least his parents were being strangely understanding of the fact 
that he hadn't gone immediately job hunting again after he got 
caught in the "explosion" at the mall. His mom even ran her hand 
through his hair and over his face when they got home. Robin was 
happy; while his parents were home, Steve ended up resting more 
than he had when she'd been at his house so much. His mom cooked 
—something she hardly did anymore. And his dad didn't mention 
college or work even once. It was weird, but Steve wasn't going to 
complain. 


Eventually, though, the attention started to feel more than a little 
stifling. Even when they were home, he wasn't used to them being 
around so much. As much as he appreciated it—he had been bracing 
himself for disappointment more than sympathy—it all felt a 
little...late to him. 


Which is what led him to sitting on the sofa in the Hendersons' living 
room, watching a show with Dustin without really taking any of it in. 
Robin was on his other side—Mrs. Henderson seemed particularly 
happy to see that Dustin had another friend; or maybe it was the fact 
that Steve did. She went out not long after they showed up, but she 
was sure to let them know to help themselves to the cookies she'd 
baked that morning. 


Dustin moved, sitting with his back to the armrest. Steve rolled his 


head to look at him when Dustin wouldn't stop nudging his thigh 
with his socked feet. "What?" 


"Just wondering..." Oh boy. Steve never knew what was going to 
come out of the kid's mouth when he was curious about something. 


"I mean, I haven't seen Nancy and Jonathan around for a while." 


Steve blinked. He waited, but Dustin didn't add anything to make 
sense of what he'd said. "And?" 


Dustin rolled his eyes, pushing Steve with his foot again. Steve stayed 
loose, letting his body go with the motion until Robin pressed up 
against him to keep him still. "And...did you guys get into a fight or 
something?" 


Getting his hands under him, a difficult feat with Robin so close on 
one side, Steve pushed himself up from his slouch. "What are you 
talking about? Like they're over here all the time?" 


Steve had hardly seen them, let alone spoken to them, since 
graduation. At least until Starcourt and their phone calls. Which he 
wasn't thinking about too hard; along with those weird moments. 
When he turned to say something to someone—to Nancy—before 
remembering she wasn't going to be there. Or those flashes he got of 
Jonathan dragging him onto his bed despite being sure he wasn't 
dreaming. 


"Come on, Steve, I'm not dumb." True and yet somehow still 
debatable, Steve thought. Dustin rolled his eyes when Steve didn't say 
anything. "I know you guys have been hanging out." 


Robin poked Steve's arm. "What does he mean?" 


Steve grabbed her hand to stop her, shaking the feeling off of his 
arm. "Like I'm supposed to know?" 


"You don't have to lie," Dustin said, crossing his arms over his chest. 
Steve still didn't know what he was talking about, but felt bad at the 
hurt bleeding into the kid's voice. He squeezed Dustin's ankle with his 
free hand. 


"I'm not lying, kiddo," Steve told him, shaking his head. "I have no 
idea what you're talking about right now." 


The frustration on Dustin's face morphed into something more 
concerned than Steve was comfortable with. "Steve," he said slowly, 
"they were there the day you had your interview. I mean, you tried to 
hide that they were there, but come on. I know what Jonathan's car 
looks like. I've seen it parked out front enough by now." 


"No, I..." Steve scrunched up his face while he thought back to the 
day of his interview for Scoops Ahoy. Obviously he did well enough 
to get the job—not that it would have been hard, he guessed, but. He 
didn't remember it. "You were there?" 


"I was your moral support." Dustin sat up, leaning forward with that 
look he got on his face when he was trying to figure something out. 
"You don't remember?" 


Robin took her hand back from him. She squeezed her arm between 
the couch and Steve, rubbing his back. Her eyes were on Dustin when 
Steve looked at her. "You know, they did seem pretty friendly when 
they came in for ice cream together." 


Steve blinked again. "What are you talking about?" 


Her hand paused. "Steve...at the diner," Robin spoke soft and slow, 
like he was a frightened animal that might spook if she wasn't 
careful, "you said you had a regular spot. But you couldn't remember 
who you always sat there with." 


Dustin got close, examining Steve's face like he might find an answer 
there. "How much more don't you remember?" 


Leaning back to put some distance between them, Steve shook his 
head. Now that he was thinking about it, most of the summer before 
Dustin got back—and even some of the bits in between then and his 
interrogation—was fuzzy. He swallowed, the world feeling like it was 
starting to spin around him. "I, uh," he licked his lips, looking back 
and forth at them both. "A lot, apparently? Nancy and Jonathan were 
really...at my house?" 


Probably not the most important part to get stuck on, but Robin 
pulled him close to her side in a tight hug, so he thought she 
understood. Dustin didn't seem confused, either, but for all Steve 
knew it was because he was so focused on figuring out what was 
going on. Steve would like to know, too. 


"That explains...so much," Robin muttered quietly enough that Steve 
wasn't sure he was supposed to hear it at all. 


"What?" 


"Dingus, that's why they came to check on you so early! And the 
phone calls. They were worried because you're actually friends." 


"Of course they're friends," Dustin said. "Before I left for camp, if you 
weren't working or with me, you were hanging out with them." 


Steve rubbed his hands against his thighs, trying to shove the hope 
building up in him down. It wasn't like those flashes of moments 
between them meant anything, even if they were friends now. They 
couldn't mean anything. The drugs and the blows to the head he took 
—the reasons, he assumed, for the memory loss in the first place— 
must have addled his brain more than just that. 


"You have to call them. Or one of them," Robin insisted, shaking 
Steve. Dustin nodded so hard, Steve worried he wouldn't be the only 
one with memory problems soon. "Tell them what happened." 


"Right," he said faintly. His heartbeat was loud in his ears at the 
thought of having to explain any of this to Nancy or Jonathan, or 
both of them together. What was he even supposed to say? That he 
was sorry for avoiding them, he'd just been so caught up in his crush 
on them that he hadn't noticed he was missing most of his goddamn 
summer? Like they needed another example of how dumb he could 
be. 


"Let me wrap my head around it first, though?" He didn't know what 
his face was doing, but neither Dustin nor Robin argued that he 
should pick up the phone right that moment. They nodded and 
settled back into their seats, pressing in close to his sides so that he 
couldn't move at all. He breathed in slowly, letting them ground him 


while he tried to figure out what the hell he was going to do. 


The wait was killing her. Nancy knew Jonathan had been right, that 
Steve would never start anything with Robin—no matter how 
obvious it was that he wanted to—without saying something to them 
first. Days later, he still hadn't said anything. Part of that, she 
supposed, might have been because she stopped calling to check on 
him. The day his mother picked up the phone instead of Steve, Nancy 
told herself he didn't need checking up on anymore. 


But it was more that if she didn't call, and Steve didn't call, he 
couldn't break up with her over the phone. It wasn't the mature way 
to handle it, but Nancy didn't feel like being mature when she was 
edging closer and closer to anger. 


With Mrs. Byers at work and Will over at her house with Mike, Nancy 
would love to take advantage of the time alone. Instead, she couldn't 
stop thinking about Steve and Robin and what she and Jonathan had 
done wrong. She knew, objectively, that the answer to that was: 
nothing. But she couldn't help but worry about how Steve always 
paid for things because he felt like he needed to prove something; 
how he took so long to even tell them he'd gotten that interview with 
Scoops Ahoy. 


She thought eventually he would get more comfortable, but 
apparently going on his own adventure with Robin had made him 
realize he didn't have to. That it would be easier to—no. There was 
no point in riling herself up like this. Her stomach didn't appreciate 
the uncomfortable combination of her anger and guilt and 
uncertainty. How had Steve dealt with everything so well, when she 
went with Jonathan and came back, not-so-suddenly wanting to be 
with Jonathan instead. 


All she wanted now was to have both of them again. Even with the 
hiccups, things had been doing good; better every day. Now— 


"Come on," Jonathan said, taking her hand and pulling her to her 
feet. Not expecting it, Nancy wobbled, but Jonathan's hand on her 
waist helped steady her. 


"What?" she asked, blinking out of the thoughts she'd been stuck in. 


Jonathan smiled; it was a little crooked, and she knew it was because 
they were dealing with the same feelings. He was managing to keep 
his cool better than her. "We're going out," he said, turning her 
around by her waist. He let go of her to rest both of his hands on her 
back, guiding her towards the door. 


"But—" 


Wrapping his arms around her from behind, Jonathan pulled her into 
his chest and shook his head against her. "No, no buts. We are going 
out. We'll get some food or go bowling or see a movie, whatever you 
want." 


She turned her head, tilting it to look at him. Narrowing her eyes, she 
asked, "Whatever I want? You wouldn't be trying to distract me, 
would you?" 


He gave her nowhere near his best who, me? expression and her lips 
twitched up before she could stop them. "Never," he said, walking 
them both to the door. "I'm distracting myself." 


Nancy dug her heels in, stopping them just inside the doorway. She 
turned, wrapping her arms behind Jonathan's neck. He still had that 
crooked smile on his face and she wished she could do something to 
make it real. Pushing up onto the balls of her feet, Nancy kissed him, 
soft and slow and didn't stop until she felt the way his whole body 
relaxed into hers. 


Keeping her arms around him as she pulled back, Nancy twisted her 
fingers through the hair at the back of his head. "Go get your 
camera." 


He raised his eyebrows. "Sure, but why?" 


"Tm not hungry," she said with a small shrug. Nothing sounded 
particularly appetizing with Steve and Robin still so heavily on her 
mind. "I was thinking...we could go to the park? You haven't had the 
time to take any pictures since everything." 


He squeezed her waist, his smile easing into something more genuine. 


There, that was what she wanted to see. She gave his hair a gentle 
tug and kissed him again. "Get your bag. I'll be outside." 


She slipped her arms from his shoulders, but didn't get far before 
Jonathan took her hand. "I love you," he said, kissing the back of it. 
Why, even after so long, did that still give her butterflies? 


"I love you, too," she said, leaning against him and kissing his cheek. 
She didn't know how long they stood that way, pressed against one 
another, their hands tangled. It didn't matter; the park would still be 
there in a few minutes. 


Perched on top of one of the picnic tables with her elbows on her 
knees, Nancy watched Jonathan take his next picture. It was another 
warm, summer day, but the trees offered some shade for her to sit 
under. Coming to the park was a good idea. There were enough 
people around to keep her thoughts from straying back to Steve for 
too long. And it was always a treat to see Jonathan like this; 
comfortable and confident in what he was doing. Taking photographs 
and developing them were two of her favorite things to watch him 
do. 


"This must be boring, I'm sorry." 


Jonathan looked at her over his shoulder, still holding his camera out 
in front of him. Slowly trailing her eyes down him from head to toe, 
Nancy rested her chin in her hand and shook her head. "I'm enjoying 
the view as much as you are." 


She pressed her lips together to keep from smiling at the way he 
cleared his throat and turned back to what he'd been taking a 
photograph of. 


There were kids and parents all over, enjoying the last bit of summer 
before school started back up. It was hard to even think about school 
after another run-in with monsters and government conspiracies. 
People in town were still reeling over all the deaths, more public and 
so many more than the last two times, but the world didn't stop 
turning. Nancy remembered looking forward to going back to school, 
before. And it wasn't that she didn't want to graduate—she did, and 


she wanted to do it well enough to get her foot in the door in as 
many places as possible. But it was going to be weird. 


Especially without Steve there. 


Nancy forcefully pushed the thoughts away, focusing her attention on 
Jonathan. How he took his time to line up his shot just right. They 
had been there for half an hour, walking around to find something 
that caught his eye. Right now, she thought he was trying to get a 
picture of the blue sage along the ground. She couldn't wait to see 
how they turned out. 


Someone clearing their throat to her right got Nancy's attention. She 
tore her eyes from Jonathan's back, apology for hogging the shaded 
table to herself on her lips before she realized it wasn't a family or 
group of kids. Robin shifted in place, holding the handlebars of a bike 
with what looked like a tight grip. Nancy looked around her, but 
didn't see Steve anywhere. She gripped her knees when she realized 
how strange it was to see Robin without him. 


"Hey," Robin sounded as awkward as Nancy felt; that was something. 
Through their lunch the other day, Robin had acted so relaxed that 
Nancy wasn't sure she had even noticed how weird it all was. 


From the corner of her eye, Nancy saw Jonathan turn around. It 
wasn't long before he joined her at the table, camera hanging against 
his chest. "Hi," he said and Nancy could have kissed him for saying 
something when she couldn't seem to make the word come out. She 
settled for reaching to take his hand instead. He curled his fingers 
around hers, resting his elbow on the table beside her to keep their 
hands comfortably on her thigh when he took a seat on the bench 
rather than the table itself. 


Robin tapped her thumb against one of the handlebars. She glanced 
around and Nancy wondered what she was thinking when she 
shrugged and dropped the kickstand to keep the bike there. Slow and 
looking as uncomfortable as Nancy had the other day, Robin took her 
helmet off, setting it on the bike's seat. "Uh...Has Steve talked to 
either of you, yet?" 


Nancy didn't know which of them tightened their grip first, but she 


couldn't make herself let go even when her hand started to cramp. 
Air had trouble reaching her lungs as her throat became just as tight 
as her fingers around Jonathan's. She should have kept calling Steve. 
Gotten it over with. It was going to hurt no matter what, but 
this...confirmation that he was just waiting to talk to them—from 
Robin herself—was far worse than if she'd heard it from Steve. 


"About what?" Jonathan asked in a strained voice. His arm pressed 
firmly against her as they waited for her answer. 


Running a hand through her hair, Robin rolled her eyes with a light 
scoff. Air came flooding back as anger lit up in Nancy's chest far 
stronger than the unease that had settled in when she saw Robin. It 
occurred to her that for Robin to even ask, it meant Steve must have 
told her. They hadn't told anyone before. How close were they, that 
Steve was willing to tell her that he was not only with two people, 
but that one of those two people was a guy? 


She let go of Jonathan and pushed herself up and off of the table. He 
stood with her, putting a hand on her waist, but not stopping her. 
Before she could get the words that were building up inside of her 
out, though, Robin muttered, "Figures." 


"Look, I told Steve to call you when we figured it out. Dustin"—Dustin 
knew?—"sort of realized what was going on by accident." 


Nancy's hand found the bottom of Jonathan's shirt. The thing that 
had gotten her, both of them, through the waiting was knowing that 
Steve wouldn't do anything without talking to them first. It was 
sounding less and less like the truth, but even hearing it, Nancy had 
trouble believing. Steve wouldn't. 


"Figured out what?" Jonathan's voice was deceptively calm and 
Nancy leaned against him. 


"About the gaps in his memory." 


"The what?" Nancy asked, the whole world feeling like it was coming 
to a stop around them. 


"Yeah," Robin said, twisting her hands together. "Apparently between 


the drugs—" 
Jonathan held Nancy tighter. "Drugs?" 


"Fine, truth serum, whatever," she continued with a wave of her 
hands like that cleared anything up at all, "and the interrogation— 
and well, crashing the car probably didn't help—Steve's missing...a 
lot of time before Dustin got back." 


Nancy swallowed hard, glad that Jonathan was there to keep her 
upright. That was how he'd gotten those bruises? They'd been 
interrogated? The night had moved so fast, a lot of it felt like a blur 
when she thought back to it, but she remembered Steve being the one 
who told them about the Russians. There hadn't been time to go over 
all the details, though. And would he have? If he didn't...if he didn't 
remember... 


"We only realized when Dustin mentioned that the three of you have 
been kind of spending time together? But Steve didn't know what he 
was talking about." 


He didn't remember them. He didn't know. He wasn't avoiding them 
on purpose. The world around her blurred as Nancy's eyes teared up 
from the weird combination of relief and worry flooding her. 


The words were on her tongue, but Jonathan was the one who said, 
"We have to go." 


Nancy nodded. "Thank you for telling us," she said as she let 
Jonathan start leading her back towards the car. Robin's confused 
expression smoothed out and Nancy heard a quiet, "Oh my God," but 
didn't have time to worry about it. They needed to get to Steve, to 
help him to remember. 


Jonathan only let go of her hand long enough to get in the car and 
start it up. 
They kept a tight hold on each other the whole drive out of the 


parking lot and to Steve's house. 


"This isn't a movie," Nancy said. 


"I know that, but Steve is. A physical guy." Jonathan shrugged, lips 
twitching up when Nancy huffed something close to a laugh. It was a 
sound that relaxed some of the anxiety still bubbling up in his chest. 
"A physical reminder might work better than anything else." 


"TIl keep it in mind," she said, squeezing Jonathan's hand as they 
came up to Steve's driveway. 


Nancy only beat Jonathan out of the car because she got out before 
he even finished parking. He barely remembered to take the keys 
with him in his hurry to catch up to her. A glance at the driveway 
told him that Steve's car was the only other one here. That was good. 
The last thing they needed was his parents getting in the way; this 
was too important to put off. 


Steve didn't remember them. 


Jonathan hadn't realized until the moment he saw Steve holding 
Robin's hand and thought they were losing him, but he loved Steve. It 
felt fast, and yet not at all at the same time. He'd loved Nancy for so 
long now, it felt like it should have taken longer to feel this way for 
Steve. But Jonathan fell for her just as fast, it only took them so long 
to finally do something about it. 


There was still a chance that, well that Steve wouldn't want to 
remember. Now that he'd been through all of that—truth serum? 
Interrogation by a secret government agency—with Robin, the 
feelings he seemed to have for her might win out. But. They had to 
try. Jonathan had to try. 


Nancy was already pounding on the door like there was an 
emergency, and Jonathan didn't blame her. This felt almost as urgent 
as any of the times they'd had to come together as a group to stop a 
monster. 


"Is it true?" Nancy asked the moment the door swung open. Steve 
blinked, eyes darting back and forth between them. 


"Is... what true?" The words came out slow, sounding as confused as 
his scrunched up expression made him look. Jonathan didn't buy it. 
Not with the white-knuckled grip Steve had on the door. And even as 


Steve looked back and forth between them, he wouldn't meet either 
of their eyes. He didn't try to stop her when Nancy pushed past him 
and into the house, dragging Steve with her by the arm. Jonathan 
followed, closing the door behind him. 


They were standing in Steve's living room when Jonathan reached 
them. There was something about the way Steve was looking at his 
arm, where Nancy had touched him, that settled the worry Jonathan 
had been feeling the entire drive over. For weeks, really. It was so 
obvious, suddenly. Steve was comfortable with Robin, yes. The way 
he was with Dustin, how he might have been with Tommy and Carol 
if they'd been better friends. 


The last few weeks, Steve had been awkward around him and Nancy 
because he didn't remember. Of course he was. It was like right after 
he and Nancy had broken up and Steve had done everything he could 
to avoid seeing them together. Not because he was angry, like they'd 
assumed at the time, but because he'd wanted to be included with 
them. 


Jonathan put his arm around Nancy's back. He rested his hand on her 
waist and watched Steve's eyes track the movement before quickly 
looking away. It was painfully familiar—Jonathan recalled the first 
time Steve realized he was allowed to look. Hopefully it wouldn't 
take as long this time around; they just had to remind him. 


"How much of the summer do you remember?" Jonathan asked, 
keeping his voice low and calm. Despite this being Steve's house, 
Jonathan worried he might bolt out the door if they weren't careful. 


"Fucking—" Steve ran his hand roughly through his hair, "Robin or 
Dustin?" 


Jonathan's lips tipped up without his permission. "Robin." 


"Figures," Steve said, shaking his head. He crossed his arms over his 
chest and shrugged. Jonathan wanted to reach out and tug his arms 
down, give him someone to hold onto instead. Nancy glanced his way 
and Jonathan figured she was thinking the same thing. "I don't know. 
It's all'—he lifted one of his hands and waved it around—"pretty. 
Hazy." 


"All of it?" Nancy asked, leaning forward. 


"I remember working, obviously. But, um. The whole summer is a 
little...the day Dustin came back is probably the clearest one? Even 
some of that night is kind of hard to remember, but that's not too 
different from last year, so." 


The year Billy Hargrove smashed a plate over his head, he meant. It 
was an ugly thought, but he couldn't help but be relieved that Billy 
fucking Hargrove would never be able to hurt anyone like that again. 
Jonathan curled his hand into a fist, digging it into his thigh. After 
they fixed this, he wasn't going to let Steve out of his sight for a 
week. Hell, the next time monsters reared their ugly heads in town, 
Jonathan might just keep Steve locked away somewhere to keep him 
out of it. 


The sooner they could all get out of Hawkins, the better. 


"Steve," Nancy said, looking from Steve to Jonathan and back again. 
"We're dating." 


What Jonathan thought was meant to be a laugh seemed to catch in 
Steve's throat. His shoulders hiked up closer to his ears. "Yeah, I 
mean. I was kind of there when you guys decided to—" 


"No, all three of us." 


Steve froze, only his chest moving with his breath. "Wh—" he cleared 
his throat "—What?" 


Jonathan nodded, letting go of Nancy to take a step toward Steve. 
"We've been together since just before summer started." 


There was some hesitant teasing in Nancy's voice when she said, 
"Since you took a chance one day and kissed Jonathan." 


"Uh, no," Steve said, shaking his head. There was a time Jonathan 
would have taken that reaction the wrong way. When he would have 
thought Steve couldn't believe it because he didn't want to. But he 
knew Steve; better than Steve knew himself right now. "I would 
definitely remember that." 


With a quick look at Nancy, who gave a quiet sigh even while she 
nodded, Jonathan closed the short distance between them and 
cupped Steve's face in his hands. Steve's eyes went wide, but he didn't 
move when Jonathan leaned in and kissed him. There was a second 
when Steve didn't react at all and Jonathan worried he should pull 
away. Then he felt Steve uncross his arms and lean into him and fuck, 
Jonathan had missed this. 


Steve followed him when Jonathan let go of his face and pulled back. 
"Oh," he breathed, swallowing hard, "That was, um." 


"Familiar?" Jonathan asked, hope rising in his chest when Steve 
nodded. 


"Yeah, that. We're. Really?" There was a smile growing on his face 
that Jonathan couldn't help but mirror. 


Nancy joined them, wrapping her arms around both of them. "We 
really are." 


"That explains... a lot, actually," Steve said, pulling them in close and 
relaxing against them with a sigh. "There have been some flashes? 
Memories, I guess. That make a hell of a lot more sense now." 


Jonathan kicked Nancy's foot, grinning at her when she looked at 
him. 


"Fine," she said, rolling her eyes, "you were right. Again. Happy? Shut 
up." 


Steve's forehead scrunched up and Jonathan shook his head, taking 
the chance to kiss him again, because he could. 


"Really familiar," Steve said. His eyes dropped to Nancy and down to 
her lips. She smiled, tilting her chin up. Not nearly as hesitant as the 
first kiss the two of them shared after their break-up—Jonathan 
hoped that meant things were starting to come back—Steve leaned in 
and kissed her. She moved, sliding her arm from around Jonathan to 
curl her hand behind Steve's neck and pull him closer. Jonathan 
rested a hand on each of their backs, giddy relief flooding his chest at 
how neither of them could seem to stop smiling through it. He would 


be happy to stay standing right here with both of them for the rest of 
the day. 


For the first time since Starcourt, Steve's bed didn't feel empty. It had 
been such a strange sensation; especially on the nights Robin stayed 
over. How could a bed feel empty when he was sharing it with 
someone? Lying with Nancy on one side and Jonathan on the other, 
he finally understood. Things were still jumbled up and unclear, but 
he remembered how lonely it felt being stuck in his bed by himself 
when neither of them could sneak away for a night. 


He swallowed, also remembering how this was where they spent most 
of their time together while they weren't working. No wonder there 
had been that nagging feeling of wrongness. That brief flash—one of 
many he'd tried to convince himself were leftover from forgotten 
dreams—the morning they'd come to check on him, of taking 
Jonathan's hand and letting Nancy lead them up the stairs. Or 
stretching out on the couch in the living room in a way his parents 
would never approve of. 


Those were real. They had happened. Would happen again. Steve 
could hardly believe it, but it was hard not to when neither of them 
would let go of him the entire walk to his room. 


"We should go somewhere," Nancy whispered. Her breath was almost 
uncomfortably warm through the fabric of Steve's shirt. He didn't 
move. 


Jonathan pressed closer, shifting them both around until he could 
spoon up against Steve's back. He hooked his chin over Steve's 
shoulder. This was familiar, too. Steve could hardly bring himself to 
breathe; afraid if he did, it might wake him up somehow. He took 
hold of Jonathan's arm, relaxing at the way he bumped their cheeks 
together. 


"Where?" 


Steve was glad Jonathan spoke; he wanted to ask himself, but 
opening his mouth felt impossible. Smiling was easy, though, when 
Nancy shrugged. She pushed away, but kept her hand against Steve's 


chest; a welcome point of contact. The lines her fingers traced over 
his shirt sent goosebumps up the back of his neck. 


"Anywhere but Hawkins," she said, surprising a laugh out of them 
both. "But I'll settle for somewhere with food for now. We never did 
get lunch." Steve opened his mouth, but hesitated. Nancy must have 
noticed. She moved her hand from his chest to his neck and chin and 
finally his mouth, rubbing the tip of her finger just under his bottom 
lip. "What?" 


He swallowed. There was no reason for his heart to speed up, but it 
did. "I could make something." 


Jonathan rolled onto his back, Steve rolling with him when he 
refused to let go of Jonathan's arm. The smile on his... boyfriend's 
face allowed him to relax his grip enough for Jonathan to sit up. 
Nancy did the same and Steve followed their lead. Nancy held his 
hand, resting her head on his shoulder while Jonathan said, "I know 
you've already—are you—" 


That, more than anything, helped soothe the worry that had been 
building up. He tugged at Jonathan's sleeve, the part of him easiest to 
reach with his other hand occupied. "I'm good enough to cook, I 
promise. I've been taking it easy—as easy as I can," he corrected at 
Jonathan's raised eyebrow. "I want... I want to cook for you. But if 
Nancy wants to go—" 


"I would love to have you cook us something," Nancy said, squeezing 
his hand. Her eyes were shiny and wet when they met his. 


"Yeah?" he asked, sure he hadn't succeeded in keeping the hope out 
of his voice. 


Jonathan covered Steve's hand where it was still curled into his 
sleeve. "Sounds great." 


Feeling even lighter than the moment Jonathan kissed him earlier, 
Steve grinned. They had rushed over here what sounded like the 
minute Robin explained. Maybe, before, his doubts about the three of 
them were reasonable. But it was hard to believe they held any water 
with the memory of the relief on their faces so clear in his mind. 


Everything might not have come flooding back to him just yet, but 
Steve wasn't worried. Whatever he'd lost, they would make up for— 
and then some. 


Before: 
"There you are. We've been looking for you." 


Steve held in the sigh that was building in his chest. Nancy's steps 
echoed in the gym. Somehow he didn't hear Jonathan's along with 
her even though he knew she hadn't come alone. His hands clenched 
for a second when he thought about why Jonathan might have 
learned to walk quietly. It was too little, too late, but Steve knew if 
he ever saw one Lonnie Byers in town again, he would—well, he 
would probably end up with some more bruises to add to his 
collection. It was unlikely the man would pull any punches; his son 
sure as hell hadn't. 


"You found me." He tried to inject some enthusiasm into his voice. It 
even worked, a little. But he wasn't feeling it. Wasn't feeling much at 
all, except maybe some creeping panic as his future rushed steadily 
closer. It hadn't seemed so scary, so daunting, when he'd had a plan. 
That was only a few months ago. Even then, he'd known he wouldn't 
get into college. But it had felt more like a choice. That he would be 
staying in Hawkins to be with Nancy. Wait until she graduated and 
figure out where they were going to go, together. How strange that 
things could change so much in such a short amount of time. 


"Should have looked here first, I guess," Nancy said as she climbed 
the bleachers. She didn't sit down, but Jonathan did. He took a spot 
on Steve's left. There was a smile on his face that Steve wasn't 
expecting, even after months of being on the receiving end of it. That 
was another change he was still getting used to. He and Jonathan 
were friends now. 


He almost preferred it back when they weren't. It made it harder; 
seeing the two of them together. Wanting nothing more for both of 
them than to be happy and having to deal with the fact that he wasn't 
needed to make that happen. 


Jonathan shifted and when Steve looked, he seemed closer than he'd 
been before. Not by much; Steve couldn't even be sure he was closer. 
He wasn't a stranger to wishful thinking. 


"It's going to be weird." 


Steve crinkled his eyebrows in confusion. This town was full of weird; 
they really needed to start being more specific about these things. 
Jonathan knocked their arms together—definitely closer than when 
he first sat down. 


"You not being here next year." 


His stomach gave a flip at that. Steve couldn't tell if it was because it 
sounded like Jonathan was going to miss him being in school with 
them, or because Steve knew he wasn't actually going anywhere. 


"It's not like you won't see me around town all the time," he said. 


Nancy shrugged. "It won't be the same as getting to see you every 
day." 


Being with Jonathan was good for her. Looking back on it, when 
she'd still been with Steve, she hadn't been nearly as enthusiastic 
about seeing him every day as she was now. It was amazing what 
being happy could actually do. The closest Steve had felt to that 
recently was from Dustin insisting on teaching him their fantasy 
game. And the cookies Mrs. Henderson liked to ply him with when he 
was at their house. 


And, he supposed, sitting with Nancy and Jonathan at lunch or 
walking with them between classes usually made him pretty happy, 
even if he wished, well. Wished for things that weren't going to 
happen. Today he was just... still reeling from his dad's talk the night 
before. It was his last week of senior year, and his dad decided to be 
a parent for the first time in he didn't even know how long now. 
Steve didn't even care about the money, though he knew he needed 
to find something sooner rather than later if he wanted to keep being 
the kids' ride everywhere. 


The disappointment; that sucked. Especially when he knew he 


actually deserved it this time. Not a single college was willing to take 
him. His mom might have wanted to try greasing the wheels there— 
he was already sure the whole being-cut-off thing wouldn't last more 
than the summer if she had anything to say about it, and she would. 
But his dad knew better than to waste any more money on him. He 
wished it had worked out differently, but Steve understood. It sucked 
a lot, but Steve got it. 


"I guess we'll have to make up for it this summer," Jonathan said. 
There was a smile on his face that Steve had slowly become 
accustomed to seeing over the past few months. Being with Nancy 
was good for him, too. They were good together. He ignored the way 
his heart ached over it; he'd get over it all eventually. Had to, if he 
wanted to keep being friends with them while he had the chance. 
Once they graduated, they would be out of here, out of Hawkins, he 
was sure. "We're applying for some internships at The Hawkins Post, 
but we'll still have plenty of free time." 


"Getting your foot in the door early?," Steve said, and this time his 
enthusiasm didn't have to be forced. They hadn't said anything about 
that before. "That's great! You're gonna blow them away." 


Nancy smiled. "I hope so." 


Steve swallowed, caught up in their happy, hopeful smiles for their 
own bright looking futures that he would eventually no longer be 
part of and thought...What the hell? Why not mess this one last, good 
thing up? He would still have Dustin for a while—at least until the 
kid got bored hanging out with someone he had to explain all of his 
interests to over and over again, when he had plenty of other friends 
who were just as smart as him. 


"Hey," he said, the word coming out low and soft. They were both 
looking at him, still wearing those smiles. His hands curled into fists 
for a second in his lap while he worked up the nerve. "You can totally 
punch me after this if you want'—he saw the glance they exchanged, 
their smiles faltering—"but no one's here right now and, well...what 
the hell?" 


"Steve, what—" Jonathan cut himself off, his eyes going wide when 
Steve leaned into his space and kissed him. This was dumb, maybe 


the dumbest thing he'd ever done, besides planning for a future with 
Nancy that should have been obvious was never going to happen. He 
was braced for whatever would come next; Jonathan shoving him 
away, decking him like he absolutely deserved for doing this. Or 
Nancy pulling them apart. 


The last thing he expected was Jonathan's hand coming up to rest 
against his cheek as he kissed Steve back. He didn't know what to do 
with that except keep it up, moving against Jonathan's surprisingly 
soft lips, jolting at the tease of his tongue. Steve pulled back. It was 
his turn to look at Jonathan with wide eyes, swallowing thickly when 
he couldn't speak. 


"That was..." Steve's eyes darted to Nancy. The look on her face 
confused him even more than Jonathan's reaction. She was 
still...smiling. Like she hadn't just watched her ex-boyfriend kissing 
her current boyfriend right in front of her. 


"Sorry," he said, starting to put some distance between them, but 
Jonathan's hand on his arm held him in place. Not with force so 
much as Steve found he didn't want to move and lose the feeling of it. 


"Are you?" Jonathan asked gently, like he thought Steve might bolt if 
he wasn't careful. If he kept his hand on Steve's arm or shoulder or 
anywhere, that was unlikely. 


Looking between them, seeing how relaxed they both were even 
while his heart was beating double time in his chest, he slowly shook 
his head. "Not really. I've been thinking about that for...a while." 


Jonathan's eyes flicked in Nancy's direction again and when Steve 
followed his gaze, he found her nodding. Jonathan cleared his throat, 
his ears turning pink. "Me, too. Both of us." 


"What. Are you—Really?" Steve turned to Nancy, hope rising in him 
when she nodded. It was almost too good to be true; would be 
impossible to believe if he hadn't lived through more things that 
shouldn't be possible than most people. 


Nancy bit her lip, but her smile still came through as she nodded. "I'm 
sorry," she said and Steve shook his head, confused. What did she 


have to be sorry about? "I handled everything...so badly." 


"No, no you didn't. It was—It's not like any of it was normal. Or like," 
he gestured between then three of them, "this is. How else were you 
supposed to handle it?" 


Her eyes shone—dammit, he didn't mean to make her cry—and she 
reached out, tracing her fingers over his scalp. Steve swallowed as 
she bent down to his level. When she kissed him, he was sure his 
heart tried to beat right out of his chest. Steve thought he'd never do 
this again. He'd never been so happy to be wrong before. 


Jonathan's hand covered Steve's where he was resting it on the bench 
between them. Steve brought his other hand up to find purchase 
against Nancy somewhere, anywhere. He ended up resting it against 
her cheek, the way he used to. It was impossible not to smile against 
her mouth, even though it made it hard to keep kissing her. 


"I missed that," she breathed, and Steve nodded. She straightened 
back up, but kept her hand in his hair and Steve's slid down to her 
hip. Jonathan squeezed his other one and stood up, bringing Steve up 
with him. He would have been happy to sit like that for hours, the 
rest of the day maybe. But if Jonathan—and Nancy, who seemed to 
know what Jonathan wanted without speaking—wanted to leave, 
Steve wasn't going to argue. Not when they wanted him to come 
along. 


"Where are we going?" he asked, letting Jonathan lead the way back 
down the bleachers. Nancy was close behind, her hand curled into 
the back of Steve's shirt. 


Jonathan looked at him over his shoulder. His gaze flicked from 
Steve to Nancy, and back again, his smile a shade of wicked that 
Steve hadn't ever seen on him before. "Anywhere with a little more 
privacy." 


Anticipation shot through him, a pleasant thrill going up Steve's 
spine. He glanced over to Nancy to find what had been a familiar 
look while they'd been dating. It hadn't been directed his way in 
months. Swallowing, Steve wrapped his arm around her waist. He 
grinned. 


His summer was looking a lot brighter than it had when he woke up 
this morning. 


"Well, what are we waiting for?" 
Notes for the Chapter: 


Fun fact: The sage that Jonathan is taking pictures 
of is actually Blue Salvia, which according to this 
website means "I think of you". It can also grow in 
Indiana, so it seemed like a perfect fit! 


6. Epilogue 
September 


Nancy was right about her senior year being weird. She kept looking 
at Steve's locker down the hall, expecting to find him putting his 
books away. Of course, someone else had his locker now. Considering 
how often she found herself looking that direction the first two weeks 
of school, she should have been able to describe what they looked 
like. But the moment she remembered it wouldn't be Steve, she ended 
up looking through the freshman who was usually standing there. 


She didn't stay alone in the halls long, even without Steve there to 
greet her. Like the last half of junior year, Jonathan picked her up in 
the mornings; Mike joined Will in the back some days, though they 
often biked together. She wondered if it was because they didn't want 
to be seen with their older siblings or if they liked the freedom of not 
having to leave with her and Jonathan after school. It was probably a 
mix of both for Mike, who often didn't want much to do with her at 
school. But then, it might not have anything to do with her at all; he 
was pretty preoccupied now that El had been allowed to join them. 


Somehow, even though summer had just barely ended, she already 
missed Steve. It wouldn't last; she just had to get used to it. But the 
feeling was still there. 


"Whatcha thinking about?" Robin asked as she seemed to appear 
beside Nancy. How long had she been standing there? "No, don't tell 
me. That is your Steve face." 


Nancy rolled her eyes. Shaking her head, she zipped up her bag and 
shut her locker. "I don't have a Steve face," she looked to her right as 
Jonathan joined them, his emptier-looking bag over his shoulder, "I 
don't have a Steve face, do I?" 


Jonathan leaned in and kissed her, smiling when he pulled back. 
"You really do." 


Before Nancy could properly react, Robin hooked their arms together 
and led the way down the hall. "It's okay," she said lowly, though the 


hall was busy as everyone headed to the cafeteria for lunch, and loud 
enough that Nancy was sure no one could hear them unless they were 
really trying, "Jonathan's got one, too." 


Now that she thought about it, Robin might have a point. Nancy had 
definitely noticed the look on Jonathan's face when he turned to talk 
to Steve at lunch, only to remember he wouldn't be there. She 
squeezed Robin's arm, smiling at her in thanks. 


Robin was Steve's friend first, but it was nice. Having someone who 
wasn't Steve or Jonathan—someone who was a girl—to chat with 
before and between classes. She still missed Barb, though the pain 
wasn't quite so sharp since they'd gotten as much justice for her as 
they could. But she'd missed...this. Talking about boys, even if they 
were talking about her boys. It was nice. 


"You have band after school, right?" Nancy asked as they neared the 
cafeteria. 


Robin nodded, letting Nancy go and sitting at the table they seemed 
to have staked a claim on this year. "So you'll get him all to yourself 
today." 


Nancy rolled her eyes. She took the seat across from Robin, kicking 
her foot under the table. "Shut up. I was just curious." 


"Sure you were." But Robin was smiling as she opened her lunch. 


Jonathan sat down next to Nancy, close enough that their arms 
brushed as they ate. Something else she was still getting used to— 
though this was something she was more than happy about—was 
seeing Jonathan actually eat lunch. More times than she cared to 
remember, she'd seen him with nothing, even when she knew he'd 
sent Will to school with food. Now even if Jonathan wanted to, he 
couldn't get away with it. Steve seemed to have taken it upon himself 
to make sure Jonathan had something every day. 


She wasn't going to complain. Surprisingly enough, neither did 
Jonathan. That month of hurt and confusion—and the memory of 
Steve's face when he offered to cook for them that first time—made it 
hard to argue when Steve wanted to do something for them. 


"If you need a ride or anything," Jonathan offered with a shrug. 
"I brought my bike today, I'll be fine. Thanks, though." 


Jonathan nodded, focusing on his food. Nancy thought he still felt 
bad about any less than charitable thoughts he might have had about 
Robin before they found out what was going on. It was taking him a 
little longer to feel comfortable around her than it had for Nancy, at 
least. They were getting there, though. Soon, she was sure they 
would be bonding over their shared taste in music and who knew 
what else. There was plenty of time and opportunity for them to get 
there. Steve and Robin were pretty inseparable some days. 


Not today, though. Robin had band practice after school, and Steve 
had the night off. Only a couple more hours before they could have 
Steve all to themselves. 


"I missed you," Nancy said, wrapping her arms around the back of 
Steve's neck as soon as he opened the door. She held in her smile to 
kiss him properly, but it wasn't long before it came back. 


Steve held her close even when she pulled away. His eyes were soft 
and happy, with maybe a little more awe than she liked, but his 
memories were still a little muddled. Enough of them had come back 
recently that she was confident the rest would follow soon. Then 
maybe he would stop feeling so surprised—or maybe he wouldn't. It 
might take more than a few months of being together to erase some 
of his worries. There was plenty of time to fix that. 


"Missed you, too," he said, looking at Jonathan to include him in the 
statement. Jonathan nudged the both of them the rest of the way 
inside. Once the door was shut behind them, he rested his hand on 
Steve's neck and leaned in for a kiss of his own. Nancy rested her 
cheek against Steve, happy to wait—happy to stay right here for the 
rest of the day, really. She couldn't wait until they graduated and got 
out of this town, together. They could do this as much as school and 
work allowed without having to factor in getting back home for the 
night. 


Less than a year to go. 


May 
"We're not moving to California." 


Jonathan rested his cheek against his fist and raised an eyebrow at 
Steve across the table. All their options—his and Nancy's—were 
strewn across the space. They were running out of time to decide, but 
it was proving difficult. This was a big decision; all three of them 
wanted to go somewhere together—and it helped that he and Nancy 
were going down similar career paths at the moment—but none of 
them wanted to choose the wrong school. "Why not?" 


Steve trapped one of Jonathan's feet between both of his. "There's no 
way we can move that far from your guys' families. It'll be so much 
harder to work out holidays from there." 


Sighing, Jonathan nodded. He wasn't surprised at Steve's reasoning; 
and it was hard to argue against. As much as Jonathan wanted to get 
as far from Hawkins as they could, they had too many people they 
cared about who would still be there. Holidays weren't even the only 
problem; he didn't want to be so far away in case they had another 
Gate open or something. 


"Okay, no moving to California," Nancy said, removing some papers 
from the pile. She shuffled them neatly and set them to the side. "But 
I think we should try and visit sometime. I've always wanted to go to 
Disneyland." 


"Not Disney World?" Steve asked, looking at her curiously. 


She shrugged. "Either would be fine. But, I don't know. I've never 
been to the West Coast before." 


Steve reached over, taking Nancy's hand. He pressed a kiss to the 
backs of her fingers. "We'll work something out." 


She smiled, shaking Steve's hand before taking hers back. "After we 
figure this out." 


Steve groaned, letting his head drop to the table. 


"Hey," Jonathan said, scratching his nails over Steve's scalp. "We've 
already narrowed it down a lot." 


"I know," Steve said into the table. He lifted his head back up. "It's 
just a big deal. For you guys, I mean. I can work wherever." 


"Except California," Nancy teased and Steve shrugged. 
"Okay, so maybe I don't want to be that far from the kids." 
"Don't let them hear you call them that," Jonathan said. 


Steve rolled his eyes, shifting one of the papers in front of him. "Don't 
remind me. Can't believe they're going to be Sophomores." 


"We know," Nancy said, still smiling. "They'll always be twelve year 
olds to you." 


"Damn right." 


Jonathan shook his head, laughing. He knew what Steve meant; 
sometimes he still saw that little twelve year old kid when he looked 
at Will. Of course, he'd shot up more than a few inches over the last 
year so it was getting easier to stop being so worried about him. It 
helped that they'd managed to get through a whole school year 
without any more monsters popping up. And that Will hadn't been 
nearly as caught up in what happened on the Fourth as he had been 
the years before that. 


"What's that one?" Nancy asked, nodding to the paper in front of 
Steve. He flipped it around, holding it up to her and she took it, eyes 
darting across it as she looked it over. Jonathan watched patiently, 
confident that whichever school they landed on—whichever city they 
ended up in—they would be able to make it work. 


Jonathan emptied his locker for the last time, and it felt like releasing 
a weight from his shoulders he hadn't realized he'd been carrying. 
They still had graduation coming up, but this was it. They wouldn't 
have another class at Hawkins High School. Ever. He might still end 
up back here at some point, if Will got involved in any more clubs. 
Or started any new ones. Him and his friends had put together the 


high school's first Dungeons and Dragons club themselves. It was 
surprisingly popular, though less so among the teachers. So long as 
the kids didn't get too rowdy, they couldn't say much about it, 
though. At least, not yet. Jonathan hoped Will and Lucas and Max 
were enough to rein the rest of their friends in. Mike and Dustin 
especially got so caught up that they wouldn't notice they were 
taking it too far. They weren't just playing in the Wheelers' basement 
anymore. 


"All done?" 


Nancy leaned against the locker next to his. There was color in her 
cheeks that suggested she'd hurried over after finishing up at her own 
locker. Closing it up gently enough not to clang, Jonathan nodded. 
Nancy grinned, bouncing up on her toes before tilting her head back. 
He was only too happy to oblige, pressing his lips against hers. It was 
hard to keep it school appropriate with how keyed up he felt. They 
were nearly finished with this place. A few more months and they 
would be gone. 


"All done," he said, throwing his bag over his shoulder. Jonathan 
wrapped his arm around Nancy's and held her close to his side. "Let's 
get out of here." 


"Yes, please," she said and he laughed at the relief in her voice. 


Even with all of the monsters and the bad memories of this place, 
Jonathan was surprised at how eager he was to get away. Out of 
town. Somewhere the Upside Down hadn't touched; somewhere he 
wouldn't be a Byers. He could just be Jonathan. The longer they were 
here, the more he found he chafed under the small town's penchant 
for knowing a little—and a lot—about everyone. When they moved, 
no one was going to know who Lonnie Byers was. They wouldn't look 
at Jonathan for a moment before that recognition kicked in, or ask in 
a soft, grating voice, How is your mother doing? 


He wondered if it wouldn't be a bad idea for the rest of his family to 
move, too. Only taking Will away from his friends after all they'd 
been through sounded a little too cruel to him, even if Jonathan 
thought starting somewhere new would do his brother some good. At 
least people didn't seem to give him crap about being "Zombie Boy" 


anymore. The town in general was still reeling from losing so many 
people last summer, in a way they still couldn't explain, that a kid 
seemingly coming back to life a few years before didn't even blip on 
their radar. 


"We should surprise Steve today," Nancy suggested, slipping out from 
under his arm to open the passenger door. 


"Sounds good to me," he said, throwing his bag in the backseat and 
rounding to the other side. "How?" 


"Take him out to dinner? Or, well. Bring dinner to him. I know he 
was annoyed that he didn't get the chance to go shopping last 
weekend." 


Jonathan stuck his keys in the ignition and turned to Nancy with a 
smile. She was already leaning into his space. It was easy to meet her 
in the middle; over a year and he still wasn't over the fact that he got 
to have this. That it came so naturally to them; had since they first 
got together. He hoped he never got over it, or took it for granted. 


"It's a date," he said, settling back into his seat. He buckled his seat 
belt and started the car. Taking Nancy's hand, he backed out of his 
space, glad to put Hawkins High School behind him for nearly the 
final time. 


August 


Steve wiped his forehead with the back of his arm. Whoever decided 
schools should start when it was still so hot out should be—he was 
too hot to come up with a suitable punishment at the moment, but he 
would figure it out. 


Still, he couldn't complain too much. At least half of the reason he 
was currently sweating was all of the boxes he'd helped bring up 
from the cars. Even paring down his stuff to just the essentials, the 
stuff he didn't want to risk his parents tossing while he was out of the 
house—they seemed better since the mall blew up, but even a year 
later it was hard to believe it was going to stick—he had a lot. There 
were some of Nancy's and Jonathan's things mixed in, too. 


Technically, Nancy had a dorm room. One he was sure she even 
planned to use for studying when she didn't want to be distracted. 
Mrs. Byers was only too happy for Jonathan to have a place to stay, 
and a roommate he was comfortable with. His scholarship paid for 
school, but it would hopefully stretch that little bit further without 
having to worry about going towards a dorm as well. Steve still 
wasn't entirely sure it worked that way, but as long as Jonathan was 
able to take the classes he needed, he wasn't going to complain about 
the arrangement. 


"Nearly done," Jonathan said from somewhere behind him. Steve 
wondered how long he'd been standing there, lost in thought. 
Turning around, he couldn't help but smile at the picture Jonathan 
made. In fact...Jonathan's camera was one of the first things they'd 
brought in and it was sitting on the coffee table—one contribution 
from Steve's parents—hardly a foot away. 


Picking it up carefully, he held it to his chest and looked at Jonathan 
hopefully. There was the expected rolling of his eyes, but Jonathan 
nodded and stayed where he was. Leaning against the door frame 
with his arms crossed in front of him, hair sticking up at the ends 
from running his fingers through it in the heat. Steve hoped the 
picture came out well; he knew Nancy would love it. 


"Thanks," he said, setting the camera back on the table and crossing 
the room. Their living room. The place wasn't as big or nice as they 
could have gotten—Steve had been right about his mom cutting him 
back in, eventually. But it was a compromise they all could live with; 
two bedrooms, a living room. A small kitchen. The two bedrooms 
were mostly for show, but also might be nice to have if Robin was 
able to visit at some point. Dustin, too, because Steve knew he'd find 
a way here even if they didn't invite him. 


Jonathan uncrossed his arms, slipping a finger into one of the loops 
on Steve's jeans when he got close enough. "You're welcome'"—he 
gave Steve's hips a shake—"but we really do need to finish up soon." 


Steve checked his watch and groaned. They were running out of time 
if they wanted everything set up before Nancy got home. 


Home. It wasn't permanent; they would be heading back to Hawkins 


for the longer breaks and summer. They might not even manage to 
get the same place when they came back for Jonathan and Nancy's 
second year—though it was too early to start thinking about that 
considering their first one hadn't started yet. But. For now, at least, 
they were home. Where they could just be. Even if they could only be 
themselves here, it was more than they'd had back there. No parents 
or siblings or curfews to meet. 


He suddenly couldn't wait for Nancy to get here. 


"Come on," he said, taking Jonathan by the arms. He backed up, 
leading him towards the room that needed the most work—and 
turned around after bumping a wall. Jonathan laughed, soft and 
happy and Steve joined in. It would probably take some time to get 
used to the new layout. 


"Hey," Steve paused just inside the bedroom door, "I love you." 


He wondered if he would ever get tired of saying that. There had 
been a time, brief as it was all things considered, where he thought 
he wouldn't say those words to anyone again and mean it. Not if that 
person wasn't Nancy—or Jonathan, as he'd gradually accepted the 
feelings he'd had for him even before they really became friends. 


Still laughing, Jonathan squeezed his hand and said, "I love you, too. 
Now come on." He jerked his head toward the unmade bed and the 
clothes in suitcases that hadn't made it into the small closet or the 
dresser. "We've got some work to do." 


"So we can have fun later?" 


With a laugh that cut off into a cough, Jonathan shoved Steve further 
into the room. "Yes, now put your clothes away." 


With a lazy salute, Steve winked. "Yes, sir!" 


"I've got some news." 


Steve felt Nancy tilt her head up, but she didn't move it off of his 
shoulder. She shifted so that her back pressed more firmly against 
where he was running over her skin. The bed—one of the things they 


all agreed he should use his parents' money on—dipped a little to his 
right as Jonathan scooted closer. 


"I have an interview lined up." 


"Yeah?" Nancy asked, and her voice was bright and warm like the 
smile he was sure she was wearing. She lifted herself up, with her 
elbow underneath her. Cupping his cheek with her free hand, she 
rubbed her thumb just under his eye. "That's great!" 


The press of lips against his right shoulder drew his attention from 
her. Jonathan kissed a line from his shoulder to his neck and up until 
he reached his lips. "Really great," he breathed against Steve's mouth. 


"It's nothing big," Steve tried to say between kisses, but when 
Jonathan pulled back, Nancy was right there. It could have been 
seconds or minutes or an hour before they stopped for all he knew, 
caught up in them as he was. When they did let him go to flop his 
head back onto the pillow, breathless, he shook his head. "Really, it's 


"It's something," Jonathan told him, his hand warm on Steve's chest. 
"We know you don't really have to..." 


"I want to." Steve had thought about it. A lot. He was back in with his 
parents; and even knowing he'd decided to move out with Jonathan 
Byers as his roommate, they were still...better. But, as much as he 
wished sometimes things were different—that he was different— 
Steve knew school wasn't really for him. Not now, at least. Maybe in 
the future, he would let them talk him into taking some Community 
College courses. So far, Nancy had only brought them up once to let 
him know he had options. 


For now, though, he didn't want to worry about school and 
homework and essays and the help he would need with all of it when 
Nancy and Jonathan were starting their first year. Despite the money 
sitting in his bank account—a number that got a little higher each 
month as his mother added to it—he couldn't sit around the 
apartment, doing nothing while they were in classes. 


He'd never been good at being still. 


Nancy dug her cheek into his collarbone. Her hand joined Jonathan's 
on his chest. Steve reached up to add his to the bunch. "Thank you," 
she said, so quiet he could hardly hear her. "For telling us." 


He swallowed, remembering how they'd found out about his Scoops 
Ahoy interview. Some of that summer was still fuzzy, but the big 
things—big to him, at least—had come back. Back then, their 
relationship was so new; they'd only gotten together his last week of 
school. It was so weird to think about how he'd felt back then. Like 
they were just passing time with him. Like he had to wait and prove 
that he belonged with them. 


Well, Steve wasn't a stranger to finding out how much could change 
in a year. But this change, he knew with absolute certainty, was for 
the better. 


"Of course." 
"You're going to do great," Jonathan said and Steve laughed. 
"I hope so." 


"You will," Nancy said, shaking him. "And even if you don't, I'll still 
be proud of you." 


"And hey," Jonathan lifted his head to meet Steve's eyes. "We can be 
your moral support since Dustin's busy being a Sophomore now and 
all." 


Knowing he was supposed to groan at the reminder—how was Dustin 
fifteen already?—or laugh, Steve felt his face go soft instead. 
"Thanks," he said, eyes darting between them both. 


"You're welcome," Nancy said as Jonathan settled back onto the 
pillow. She yawned and closed her eyes. Her words slurred a little 
when she said, "You can tell us about it...tomorrow." 


"Sure." He smiled, blinking up at the ceiling for a minute before 
following her example. "Tomorrow." 


Cuddled closer than was comfortable in the summer heat, they fell 
asleep with their hands tangled together on Steve's chest. 
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